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	1. Prologue: Darkness Rising

**This plot bunny could not have picked a worse time to possess me: right at the end of summer, with school and sports about to start, and at the same time I'm writing another story. But it's just one of those that you just can't let go, you know? Not to mention I love all four of these movies to death. Be warned: because of these things, it may not be updated very quickly. I promise you though that I'm not one of those authors who just abandons everything for months without telling her readers why.**

**This is a ROTBTD fic, so it will have crossover from these four movies: Rise of the Guardians, Brave, Tangled, and How To Train Your Dragon. And there's a possibility characters from other Disney and Dreamworks movies might make appearances. If they do, however, you can rest assured they won't be major characters.**

**Also, the title might change. It was just the best thing I could think of at the moment. Pairings (if any) are undecided, but there will be no slash.**

**I'm actually pretty excited for this, to be honest, and I hope you are too!**

* * *

><p>Prologue: Darkness Rising<p>

_"Demons are like obedient dogs; they come when they are called." _  
><em>― <em>Remy de Gourmot

* * *

><p>The room was dark. That was the only sure thing that could be said about it. The wall, the floor, and the ceiling were constantly changing; sometimes it was a rocky cave, sometimes a crumbling castle, sometimes a dense night forest, sometimes a cloud of smoke. For this place existed between dimensions, and where dimensions meet nothing can be certain.<p>

Suddenly, the darkness was disturbed by a soft blue light. The source of the light was a little wispy creature of smoke that lit up with blue fire deep within. The creature began to change, growing and morphing into the shape of a tall, muscled man dressed in clothes of fur that displayed his bare tattooed chest. His long brown hair framed his cruel, regal face. Twin axes were slung across his back. He stood perfectly still, as if he was waiting for something.

Or rather, someone.

A new figure emerged from the shadows. They wore a cloak with a hood covering their face, but when the hood was pulled back it revealed a woman with long curly black hair streaked with gray and clever gray eyes. The woman wore a long, wine-colored dress with a gold belt, and a sheathed dagger hung from her waist. When she spoke her voice was warm, though her smile was razor sharp.

"Mor'du! What a pleasure to see you again! And looking so young and human, too!"

Mor'du nodded in greeting. "I could say the same for you, Gothel," he said in a deep voice. "Last I heard you were a pile of dust. How did you manage to survive without your precious flower?"

Gothel waved a slender hand dismissively. "Oh, surely _you _didn't believe that I had died. I'm much harder to kill than that. And there are other ways of being immortal." She sighed and flicked a strand of her gray locks. "It's not as good as Rapunzel was, but it's something."

Another gruff voice pierced the darkness. "Stressing about your hair again, Gothel?"

Mor'du and Gothel turned to the newcomer. He was nearly as large as Mor'du, with a wild beard and mane underneath his horned helmet. His clothes looked like they were made from some scaly material, and giant spiked plates protected his shoulders. He, like Mor'du, carried an ax.

"Alvin the Treacherous," Mor'du said, sounding mildly surprised. "I didn't know you were involved in these sorts of things."

"If by 'these sorts of things' you mean magic, then you're wrong," Alvin answered. "It's true I used to rely on brute force, but I've recently been much more open-minded about my methods."

Gothel laughed scornfully. "Darling, why don't you stick to your axes. You're in over your head here."

Alvin raised an eyebrow. "Am I?"

Suddenly, the room was filled with distant whispers. Before anyone could figure out where the noise was coming from, the ground at Alvin's feet erupted, and a huge winged creature with milky white eyes and thousands of sharp rotating teeth in its enormous mouth flew into the air besides Alvin with an ear-splitting roar. However, when Alvin put a hand on its head it instantly calmed.

"Now, now, Deathblow," he said, sounding amused. "Let's not devour our comrades."

"Well, well, it looks as if I am late to the party."

The fourth voice was smooth and sophisticated, a stark contrast to Alvin's rough tone. It seemed to come from everywhere at once, and as the trio looked around for the speaker they saw nothing but the shifting shadows. But then a man seemed to melt out of the darkness; he was tall and lithe and wore only a simple robe as black as night. His skin was gray and his hair was ebony and his eyes were like amber solar eclipses. He didn't carry a weapon, but something about him suggested that he did not need one.

"I do hope nothing too exciting has happened without me," he continued.

Gothel smiled. "Not at all, Pitch. You _are _the one who invited us here, after all."

"Yes," said Mor'du. "Why is that?"

"I have a proposition for you all," he answered.

"What sort of proposition?" Mor'du asked.

"I want you to join forces with me in the coming war."

"Interesting," Alvin said, stroking his dragon. "What's in it for us?"

Pitch shrugged. "Not much. Multi-dimensional domination. Revenge against your enemies. Power beyond your imagination."

"Is that so?" Gothel said.

"Yes," he continued. "Why, Gothel, you could win faultless immortality, get rid of that wispy airhead of a girl Rapunzel, and become Queen of Corona if you wished! Alvin, you could extend your influence far beyond that tiny island of Berk, become learned in the ways of dark magic, and finally have complete control over that Hiccup boy and his dragon. And as for you, Mor'du, you could permanently return to your human form instead of that little wisp, regain control of your kingdom and beyond, and eliminate that Merida girl once and for all."

"You are very persuasive," Mor'du admitted grudgingly.

Pitch smiled slightly. "I pride myself on it."

"What about you, Pitch?" Alvin asked. "Surely you must have something to gain."

"Of course. I can spread my darkness to every corner of every dimension, finally eradicate those pesky Guardians, and personally destroy the one who stole my victory the last time."

"Oh yes, I heard about that," Gothel said, a smile playing across her lips. "Pitch Black, the great King of Nightmares, defeated by a _child_."

Pitch scowled. "Jack Frost is hardly a child," he snapped. "He is over 300 years old."

Gothel laughed. "Oh, I seem to have struck a nerve there."

"Don't forget, all of you were defeated by children as well," Pitch reminded her sharply.

"But _we _are not immortal beings of fear with legions of nightmares at our command," Mor'du pointed out.

"You could be," said Pitch. "If you join me."

"Very tempting," Alvin said.

"What have you got to lose?" Pitch asked, looking around at them all. "You're already at the bottom."

There was a hesitant silence, and then Gothel spoke up. "Oh, why not. I haven't had any fun in a while."

Alvin looked at his dragon, which roared in approval. He grinned. "Deathblow and I are in."

Mor'du reached back and hefted one of his axes in his grasp. "I will join you as well."

Pitch smiled, a dangerous smile that hinted of terrible things to come. "Excellent." Then his voice rose, reverberating about the room. "Then let the Second Dark Age begin!"

* * *

><p><strong>Right, a little extra note here. I'm going to do the quote thing before every chapter, and they will be somewhat relevant to the story (at least in my mind). And remember, reviews are love! :)<strong>


	2. Complicated

Chapter 1: Complicated

_"I'm not exactly a guy who makes friends easily."_

- Tom Petty

* * *

><p>It was snowing in the little Pennsylvania town of Burgess: big, soft flakes that stuck to the ground and accumulated quickly. It was a welcome sight for everyone; Christmas was just a few short weeks away, and seeing the snow was a cheery reminder. The children especially were excited by the falling snow. Well, one child in particular, really.<p>

Jamie Bennett, a young boy with messy brown hair and chocolate eyes, stepped out from the warmth of his house into the cold air that bit his lungs when he breathed it in. When he heard the door to the porch open behind him, he turned around to see a younger girl with equally messy blonde hair and big green eyes come out after him.

"Jamie, whatcha doin'?" she asked in her young, childish voice.

"I'm waiting, Sophie," he answered. He paused, and then said, "Do you remember Jack Frost, Soph? Do you want to see him again?"

Her emerald eyes widened. "The boy with the big stick and the pretty hair!"

Jamie laughed. "Yep, that's him."

Sophie turned in a circle, looking around. "Where? Where?"

"He's not here yet," Jamie told her, looking out over the snowy landscape. "But he will be soon."

Suddenly, something hard and cold and wet hit Jamie hard in the side of the head, knocking him to the porch floor. Sophie shrieked in alarm, but it quickly changed to giggles when she realized what the projectile was: a snowball. Jamie looked up at his assailant, who was perched on the porch railing like a bird set to take wing.

He wore fraying brown pants with leather straps around the legs and a loose blue hoodie, and he was barefoot. His sloppy windswept hair was silvery white, and his skin was unnaturally pale. His eyes were a bright glacial blue that glinted with laughter and mischief, and his crooked grin was white enough to rival the snow. In his hand he clutched a long wooden staff that bent at the end like a shepherd's crook, forming a shape that looked like a capital G.

"C'mon Jack, no fair!" Jamie complained, though he was smiling. "I didn't even know you were there!"

"And whose fault is that?" the boy named Jack Frost answered. "You gotta sharpen your senses, buddy."

"I don't _need _sharpened senses," Jamie pointed out.

Jack gave him an incredulous look. "What about when you're in the middle of a snowball fight and you are sent out from the protection of the fort to gather ammo and there are snowballs flying everywhere? All it takes is just one hit and you're down. You have to sense everything at once in the cutthroat world of snow warfare."

Jamie stared at him for a second. "I think you take these things just a bit too seriously."

Jack laughed. "Kiddo, I pride myself on not being too serious about _anything_."

"Jack Jack Jack!" Sophie cried, jumping up and down with her arms outstretched.

Jack jumped off the porch railing and obligingly scooped the little girl up. "Hey, Sophie," he said. He poked her right in the belly, which caused her to giggle uncontrollably. "Wanna have some fun today?"

"Fun!" Sophie repeated, clapping her hands.

Jack set Sophie down and helped Jamie up. "Let's go find your friends. I haven't seen them in a while."

"You haven't seen _any_ of us in a while," Jamie said as they started down the front steps of the porch and onto the sidewalk, Sophie in tow. "How come?"

Jack sighed and ran a hand through his snowy hair. "Oh, I've just been busy. There's a lot more work to this whole Guardian gig than I first thought."

Jamie looked puzzled. "But if Pitch is gone, why would you still need to work so hard?"

"It's been- what, almost two years now?" he said. "We regained most of the stragglers of believers that we lost on Easter last Christmas, but there are always new believers to be made. And since I'm part of the team now, I have to help out with that. Not that I'm complaining," he added quickly. He flashed a grin at Jamie. "It gets _me _more believers, too."

"That's great, Jack," Jamie said.

Just then, a feminine voice called to the trio from across the street. "Jack! Jamie! Sophie!"

Jack looked over to see a group of kids waving to them. Jamie's friend Pippa, the one who had spoken, called out again. "C'mon, you guys! Everyone is going to the park. I mean, _everyone_!"

"How many?" Jack shouted.

"At least thirty kids!" she answered, running in the direction of the park to catch up with the others.

Jack looked at Jamie. "Sounds like the beginning of a pretty epic snowball war to me."

When they arrived at the park children of all sizes were already splitting into teams, building forts, and gathering ammunition. The atmosphere was so charged that Jack could tell it would only take one snowball to throw the place into a frenzy.

And he loved to be the one to throw the first snowball.

After it was over, Jamie declared it to be the "greatest, awesomest, funnest, most amazing snowball war ever", and Jack had to agree with him. It also happened to be one of the longest fights he had ever been in. Because of the shortening days, the sun was already sinking below the horizon by the time the children decided to go home and try and coax some feeling back into their extremities. Jack accompanied the Bennett siblings home along with the twins Claude and Caleb, who were having a sleepover with Jamie.

"I can't feel my toes," Caleb groaned. "Are they still there?"

Claude laughed. "Dude, what if you have frostbite and we have to cut them all off?"

Caleb looked panicked. "That wouldn't happen, would it?" When no one responded he repeated, "_Would it?_"

Jamie snorted. "You're so gullible, Caleb."

Caleb looked offended. "It's a reasonable question."

Claude looked at Jack, who was walking barefoot as usual through the snow with no signs of discomfort. "I'll never understand how you can do that," he said to him. "Do you have no feeling in your feet or something?"

Jack looked amused. "I can feel the cold, Claude. It just doesn't bother me. I actually prefer it."

"I wish it was that way with me," Jamie said, rubbing his hands together. "Then I could play in the snow all day without getting cold at all."

Sophie, who up until that point had been silent, loosed an enormous yawn. She was so tired her eyes were half closed, and she stumbled as she walked, trailing slightly behind the boys. Jack fell back a little bit and picked up the sleepy little girl, letting her ride on his back with her arms around his neck and her head resting against his shoulder.

Soon the group arrived back at Jamie's house, and Jack stood by the fence as the children continued up the walk and onto the porch. He waved goodbye and they returned the gesture before turning and heading inside where hot chocolate and a warm fire awaited.

The sunlight had almost completely faded from the horizon by now, and as Jack walked down the sidewalk the streetlights flickered on, illuminating dim pools of light in the gloom. Jack jumped onto the fence that bordered the sidewalk and balanced on his toes, holding his staff out behind him and leaving a trail of frost in his wake.

Suddenly, something dark flashed by very quickly in Jack's peripheral vision, startling him and almost causing him to lose his balance. He turned toward the direction of the dark something with his staff raised, but saw nothing there. Then it streaked past in the corner of his other eye, and he whirled around to face that way. But again, there was nothing to be seen.

Jack's spine prickled uneasily as he stood stock-still, his senses on high alert. After a full minute of being absolutely unmoving, however, he lowered his staff and loosened his tense posture. He was just being paranoid, he was sure. It was probably just a bird, or another animal, or just a trick of his mind. Shaking off the unsettling feeling, Jack called the wind to his side and took to the dark sky.

A few hours later somewhere in the middle of Canada, Jack decided to pick a tree and rest for the night. He looked around at the wintry forest that surrounded him, his most recent work. He reached out and caught a snowflake in his hand, sighing contentedly before letting it fall through his fingers and twirl to the ground. He got into a more comfortable position and closed his eyes, but no sooner had he begun to drift off than a burst of color and light shone through his eyelids. His eyes snapped open and focused on the sky above, which was lit with dancing ribbons of every color: the Aurora Borealis.

To the rest of the world the Northern Lights were nothing more than a display of nature's beauty, a wonder of the heavens. But Jack knew what they really meant: he was being summoned. Abandoning any hopes for sleep tonight, he flew off of his branch and headed north. And as he went, he wondered.

The Aurora Borealis was only used for emergencies, Jack knew. Whatever North was calling the Guardians together at short notice for, it was important. But things had seemed quiet lately, at least everywhere he had been. Did it have anything to do with the strange dark things he had seen in Burgess?

Within a matter of moments Jack had left Canada behind and was steadily speeding over the islands of Greenland, heading straight for the North Pole. Another minute later and that was out of sight as well. Soon he saw the lights of the Pole shining through the gloom, nestled within the mountain's icy clutches. The main doors were thrown wide open, and yetis stood on either side to welcome him in.

As Jack landed and walked through the doors, he nodded in greeting to the yetis. They returned it, and Jack tried to gauge the seriousness of the situation by their demeanor. They seemed more somber than normal, but not so much so that they could not offer him smiles. So it was not a case of imminent doom, then. That was something to be grateful for.

The globe room was far from empty when Jack arrived. There was the usual commotion of yetis and elves going about their business, and North was standing by the main console, deep in conversation with Sandy and Bunny. As Jack watched, Sandy formed the image of a sword over his head. North shook his head and said something in reply that Jack could not hear, but it caused a look of both surprise and alarm to cross Bunny's face. The Pooka pointed at the Globe of Belief as he spoke agitatedly, but North calmed him, seeming to be reassuring him. Sandy formed a ticking clock above his head, but with a few more words and a reassuring gesture from North he too relaxed, though there were still worry lines creasing his forehead.

Curious, Jack went over to the group to find out what was going on. North was the first to spot him.

"Ah, Jack!" He said welcomingly. "Good, you are here. Now we are just waiting for Tooth."

But, even as he spoke her name, Tooth entered the globe room, flying backwards as she spoke to her mini fairies.

"… got into a fist fight so you might need help carrying them all. Thirty-five Eastwood Lane, Yorkshire, Sector Two, bottom left incisor, it's her first tooth so be extra careful…"

The mini fairies dispersed, and Tooth spun around to face the other Guardians. "Sorry I'm late, guys."

"That's quite alright, Tooth," North said. "May I speak to you privately for a moment?"

He took her aside and they began speaking in lowered voices, and Jack couldn't make out what they were saying. He turned to Bunny, who was still looking a little upset.

"What's going on?" he asked. "Is there something wrong?"

"Yes," Bunny said in reply. But he didn't elaborate.

"Well, what is it?" Jack prompted.

"Uh…" Bunny hesitated. "Well, mate, that's where it gets complicated."

"Complicated…?"

North and Tooth had returned now, Tooth glancing at Jack worriedly. It drove Jack nuts, all the secrecy and the crypticness. It seemed like everyone knew what was going on except for him, and from the looks the others were giving him he was sure it was _about_ him.

"Did I do something?" he asked.

"Why would you ask that?" Tooth said.

"Because you're all giving me weird looks and you called this meeting even though there doesn't appear to be anything wrong," he pointed to the globe, which looked normal. No dimming lights or waves of shadow or black sand. "Not to mention you're all talking about something and leaving me out of it, and it's actually driving me a little bit insane."

"Alright, Jack," North said. "Here's the thing. There has been increased nightmare activity around the world for about a week now. It is subtle, but it's there. Normally that wouldn't be too big deal for us, more minor problem than anything else. Something Sandy could take care of himself. Only… it's been happening in other places, too. Places it shouldn't be. Other dimensions are being affected."

Jack's eyebrows rose. "Wait… other _dimensions_?"

"Yes. And another problem is the nightmares are changing. Evolving. They are becoming stronger, harder to defeat." He paused. "This leads us to believe that Pitch is making another bid for power… but this time he is not alone."

Jack's mouth went dry. Not alone? He remembered how awfully close they had come to defeat last time, when Pitch had been the only enemy. How would they handle him _and_ his friends?

"Well, that's no big deal, right?" He asked uncertainly. "We just go to these other dimensions and stop these other bad guys before they have a chance to do anything."

"I'm afraid it's not that simple, Jack," Tooth said. "There are laws, ancient laws of magic that keep us here. When we became Guardians, when we took the oath, we were bound to our realms on this Earth, this dimension. We can't just up and leave and go to a different dimension. We can communicate with the other dimensions and we can fight here, but we can't fight in other dimensions."

Jack was silent for a moment as her words sank in. "So… we're stuck here."

Sandy shook his head. He pointed to himself, and then to Bunny, Tooth, and North. But when he pointed to Jack, he made an X sign over his head.

"_We_ are stuck here," Bunny reiterated. "But _you_ are not."

"Why can I leave but you can't?" he asked, confused.

"Because your realm is not a place," North explained. "While my realm is here, at the Pole, and Tooth's is the Palace and Bunny's is the Warren and Sandy's is his island, you do not have a physical location to call your own. Your realm, my friend, is winter, and winter exists in almost every dimension. You can go wherever you want."

"The thing is, so can Pitch," Bunny added. "Because he is not a Guardian."

Jack looked between each of his friends. "What are you saying? That I'm on my own?"

"No!" Tooth protested. "Not at all! Like I said, we can help with the battles that happen in this world, we just can't accompany you to the others."

"Which is why," North said, pointing to the skylight through which the moon could be seen, "Manny has chosen warriors from the other dimensions to help."

"More Guardians?" Jack asked in surprise. He knew that new Guardians were rare; his own joining had caused quite a commotion in the spirit world. He could only imagine the chaos a sudden addition of multiple Guardians would cause.

But then North spoke. "Did I say Guardians? No. I said warriors."

"The term 'warriors' is kinda strong, though," Bunny said. He sighed heavily. "They're not even trained."

Jack stared at him for a second before looking at North incredulously. "_Not trained? _How old are they?"

"Fifteen, sixteen, and eighteen," North said.

Jack's eyes widened. "You're going to throw me into a multi-dimensional war with no help except for a few untrained _kids_?"

"They have fought in battles before," North told him. "And it would not be first time we were helped by children. Besides, you are about the same age as them."

"I'm three hundred- eighteen, North."

"But physically, you are seventeen. And still a child at heart, am I wrong?"

Jack didn't deny it.

"Jack, just give them a try," Tooth said. "We'll bring them here, and we'll train them so that they are just as good at fighting as you."

Jack sighed in resignation. After a brief silence he asked, "Do they know about all this?"

Sandy shook his head.

"No," North confirmed. "But they will soon."

"Now all we have to do is bring them here," Bunny said. His face darkened. "Before someone _else_ finds them."

* * *

><p><strong>Review!<strong>


	3. Trouble in Corona

**It occurred to me recently that some of you, if you have seen the HTTYD movie but not the show, might not know who Alvin the Treacherous is, so let's just say he's a character from the show and basically Hiccup's archenemy. He's also a character from the books, but I figured if I was going to use the TV version of Hiccup I might as well use the TV version of Alvin, too, instead of his book version.**

**On to the story!**

* * *

><p><span>Chapter 2: Trouble in Corona<span>

_"All great changes are preceded by chaos."_

-Deepak Chopra

* * *

><p>Princess Rapunzel of Corona ran as fast as she could, her breath ragged and uneven and her feet bare. She didn't dare glance behind her, for that would only slow her down. And slowing down was not something she could afford to do.<p>

_Run run run run run… _the mantra repeated over and over in her head, spurring her forward.

She sprinted down to the end of the hall, and barely slowed at all as she rounded the corner… straight into a pair of strong arms that captured her. She gasped and struggled for a moment, before realizing who it was that held her.

"Whoa, Blondie," Eugene said to her, kissing her playfully on the tip of her nose. "What's the hurry?"

Rapunzel giggled and took a step back, blowing a piece of her short brown hair out of her big green eyes. "It's my mom," she said with an exasperated sigh. "You know how there's that big ball tonight for the ambassadors from the nearby kingdoms?"

Eugene nodded. "Of course. I'll be there, right next to you the whole time." He put his hand on her waist and swung her around, pulling her into another kiss, on the lips this time.

Rapunzel pulled away, but she was smiling happily. "Well, Mom intends to put me in a corset. A _corset, _Eugene! I hate those things so much. It's so hard to move properly and even harder to breathe."

"You don't need a corset," Eugene said. "You could go just as you are and still be the prettiest girl in the room."

Rapunzel looked down at her thin, rumpled dress. It was getting a little short on her, falling a few inches below her knees. The pink and purple silk also had several grass stains from all the time she spent in the palace gardens. It was a mess, and Eugene knew it.

"You're a terrible flirt," she said to her husband, a smile playing across her lips. "And hopelessly cheesy."

Eugene grinned. "And that's exactly why you fell in love with me." He leaned in to kiss her again.

"Eugene, honestly!" Rapunzel said with a laugh, putting a finger to his lips. "I have to go, before-"

"Rapunzel!" The voice accompanied the exasperated face of Queen Primrose as she rounded the corner, Rapunzel's shoes in one hand and a corset in the other.

"- my mom finds me," Rapunzel finished with a sigh.

"Rapunzel, sweetie, I know you don't like it, but the ambassadors are all going to be there, and don't you want to look nice? And can't you at least wear shoes?" The Queen's tone was pleading, almost desperate.

"Shoes are overrated," Rapunzel stated. "And who's going to notice if I wear a corset or not? I'm already thin as a stick." It was true. The princess's frame was very small, and her arms were thin enough that, if Eugene tried, he could probably wrap his hand all the way around her forearm.

"It's more of a formality than anything," the Queen said. "Please, Rapunzel? For me?"

Rapunzel's willpower crumbled at the sight of her mom's pleading countenance. "Oh… alright. But just for tonight."

The Queen's face brightened. "Wonderful! Then let's go get you ready!"

She took Rapunzel's arm and began leading her away. The princess glanced over her shoulder at Eugene. _Save me, _she mouthed.

Eugene only shrugged. _Good luck, _he whispered back.

Then Rapunzel and the Queen rounded the corner and Eugene disappeared from sight. Rapunzel turned to her mom as she began speaking.

"I know this is your first _real _ball, but I don't want you to be nervous. Some of the ambassadors are good friends, like Sir Fabian from Goredd and Lady Evalina from Selvana. They'll be so thrilled to meet you after all this time! Evalina isn't too much older than you, actually…"

She continued, but Rapunzel wasn't really listening. She was looking down at the soft carpet beneath her feet, or more specifically the vine design that embroidered along the whole length of it. Walking in a slightly wayward pattern, she followed the path of the vine all the way down the hall. Her mind wandered, thinking that maybe a flowering vine would be a nice addition to the walls of her room. The walls were so extremely bare without art, after all. But she was working on changing that.

Had the Queen not been steering her by the arm she would have walked right past the door to her bedroom. Her mom half dragged her inside the enormous room and with a cheery goodbye handed her over to the ladies-in-waiting before going to get ready for the ball herself. Ellie, one of the ladies, eyed her suspiciously with the corset in hand.

"You're not going to run, are you?" she asked.

Rapunzel sighed. "I tried that already, so no."

"Good."

Ellie helped her into the corset, pulling the laces so tight Rapunzel thought her ribs might crack. She gasped for breath, and Ellie looked at her sympathetically.

"I don't like them any more than you do, miss, but it must be done."

"Easy for you to say," Rapunzel grumbled. "You're not wearing one."

Just then several of the other ladies-in-waiting came in with her clothes for the ball and the jewelry she would wear with it. They slipped the gown over her head, and Rapunzel turned to look at it in the mirror. It was a deep royal purple embroidered and laced in what she suspected was real gold. The skirt was sweeping and full, the fabric gathered at the waist so that it draped down artistically. The sleeves stopped just above her elbow. It was by far the fanciest dress she had ever worn; even her wedding gown had been simpler than this.

Her jewelry was a gold necklace with a single amethyst pendant and her tiara. The shoes were the same shade of purple as the dress with two-inch heels that caused her to wobble uncertainly. Ellie did her makeup, which comprised of a layer of foundation to cover her freckles, a soft blush, pale pink lipstick, and subtle accents of purple eye shadow. There wasn't much that could be done with her hair; it was too short and choppy.

Ellie sighed. "I don't understand why you don't want to grow your hair out, Rapunzel. You could do so much more with it that way."

"I told you," Rapunzel said, running her fingers through her hair. "I like it much better short. I wouldn't trade it back for long hair if you offered me the world."

Ellie just shook her head, but Rapunzel didn't expect her to understand.

Still wanting to pretty up her hair somehow, the ladies-in-waiting strung little threads of sparkly purple tinsel here and there, not glaringly obvious but enough that when she moved her head her face seemed to be framed by sparkles. For the finishing touch, Ellie polished the diamonds in Rapunzel's wedding ring and slipped it back on the princess's finger.

Rapunzel did a little spin for the ladies-in-waiting, who gasped in delight. They fussed over the little details one last time, exclaiming how pretty she looked and how much fun she was going to have and _oh _how they wished they could go! She argued with Ellie on whether or not she could bring Pascal, her chameleon, to the ball, but eventually gave in and bade him goodbye as he curled up on his little cushion on her bedside table.

Then Ellie took her to the room that led to the ballroom just through the big doors where her parents and Eugene awaited her. Eugene looked more handsome than ever in his suit as he came over and looped his arm through hers.

"You're not nervous, are you?" he asked quietly.

"No…" she said uncertainly. "Should I be?"

"Well, you are going to have to mingle with the ambassadors and meet lots of new people and probably do a lot of dancing and you don't want to trip in those shoes or say the wrong thing or accidentally insult anybody or-"

"Eugene!" she interrupted. "Are you _trying _to make me nervous?"

He laughed. "Maybe… just so I'm not the only one…"

She stared at him. "_You're _nervous?"

"Of course I am," he whispered. "Most of those people know I used to be a thief, and every single one of them will be watching me and judging me because of it…"

She squeezed his arm comfortingly. "And I'm the princess who doesn't know how to be royalty because she's been locked up in a tower her whole life. We're in the same boat, Eugene. Hopefully we balance each other out."

Eugene offered her another smile. "I'm not sure that's how it works, but okay."

The doors to the ballroom began to open, and the sounds of music and talking flooded through. The voice of the herald could be clearly heard above all the others, announcing their arrival to the party.

"The royal family of Corona," he said in a loud, clear voice. "Queen Primrose, King Thomas, Princess Rapunzel, and Prince Eugene."

Rapunzel took a deep breath and clutched Eugene's arm a little tighter as she walked through the doors and began descending down the staircase right behind her parents. She plastered on a bright smile and looked out at the crowd of people. Each person was curtsying and bowing to her and her family, and every single face was trained on her. Everyone wanted a glimpse of the lost princess, after all. She concentrated on not tripping in her heels and falling down the stairs in a disgraceful heap. Somehow, she made it.

She and Eugene began to merge with the crowd as people began to turn their attention elsewhere and the next person was announced at the top of the staircase. She let out a breath she hadn't known she'd been holding and loosened her grip on Eugene's arm.

"Alright, Blondie," her husband said with a nervous smile. "Let's just try and relax and have some fun."

Things went surprisingly well as the ball went on. Each of the ambassadors came to speak to her, and her responses came easily. Compared to taming a pub full of vicious ruffians and thugs, this was nothing. All she had to do was say something sweet or mildly witty and she would instantly win them over. Sometimes one of them would ask to dance with her, but at the end of every dance she somehow found herself back in the familiar arms of Eugene.

After a while her feet began to ache, so she took off her heels and hid them behind a vase of flowers. No one could see her feet beneath her skirts anyway, and the cool marble floor was soothing.

After a time her father came to find her. "Enjoying yourself?" he asked her.

"Oh, yes, Father," she replied with a smile. "Everyone here is so nice and the music is wonderful!"

The King smiled. "I'm glad."

Suddenly the herald's voice rang across the room, announcing one of the stragglers that had shown up late. "King Douglas of the Kingdom of Sceadu!"

Her father's face paled, and Rapunzel spun around to look at the new arrival. King Douglas of Sceadu was thin but muscular, with a sharply defined face and graying hair and beard. Even though he was late he walked with the complete confidence of one who knew he could ask anyone to do anything and they would have to do it. His smile, though charming, struck Rapunzel as vaguely unpleasant.

"Douglas…" her father muttered. "What is he doing here?"

"What's wrong, Father?" she asked.

"I must go find your mother," the King said in way of response. He walked away, leaving Rapunzel baffled. She looked up at Eugene, who held the same grim expression as her father.

"You know what's going on, don't you?" she said to him.

"Do you follow politics, Blondie?" he asked.

"Not really…"

"Well, Douglas is King of Sceadu, which is a kingdom that Corona is on shaky terms with. Sceadu has always been jealous of Corona's prosperity, see, and a few years back there was a war between the two kingdoms. They signed a treaty, but it's an uneasy peace. As far as I know, Douglas wasn't even invited tonight."

"Then why is he here?" Rapunzel wondered.

"No idea," Eugene replied. "But we'll have to watch our step. The slightest thing might set him off."

Rapunzel looked over at the King of Sceadu again, who was striding towards her parents. They were smiling, but they were strained, tense smiles. "Let's avoid him," she decided. Eugene agreed.

Unfortunately, it was not long before Douglas came looking for them.

"There she is! The lost princess herself!"

Rapunzel turned from her conversation with another of the ambassadors to see Douglas standing just a few feet away. His voice was warm, but his smile was warning and his eyes glinted with a strange light.

"Oh," she said, smiling uncertainly. "Hello."

Douglas took a step closer. "Rapunzel, correct? And her husband, Prince Eugene Fitzherbert, former scourge of Corona's streets."

Eugene stiffened at her side. "The key word being 'former' there," he said curtly.

"Oh, I'm sorry, dear boy," Douglas said, not sounding sorry at all. "I didn't mean to offend you. I only came to talk." He turned his attention to Rapunzel. "I'm King Douglas of Sceadu, by the way. I don't believe we've met."

"No, but I've heard of you."

"I don't doubt it. But I'm not here to talk about myself; I came to talk about you. Adjusting well to the royal life, dear?"

"Fabulously," Rapunzel said.

"Good, good. I was worried that perhaps you might have still have kept some, ah, _unfortunate _habits." He glanced down, and Rapunzel realized that her bare toes were sticking out from beneath her skirt. Mortified, she pulled them back.

Eugene spoke up. "She is doing a wonderful job as princess, I assure you."

"I'm sure," Douglas smirked. "Of course, things might be different when she becomes Queen."

"What's that supposed to mean?" Rapunzel asked a bit sharply.

"Only that there is quite a big difference between being a queen and being a princess. And seeing as you have been absent from your post as princess for quite some time, you might have some trouble as Queen. And, well, the kingdom requires a strong queen."

"My 'absence' was not my fault," she replied stiffly.

"I never said it was, my dear." Douglas replied. "Just… do be careful." With that he turned and disappeared into the crowd.

"He gives me a bad feeling," Eugene said once he was gone.

"Me too," Rapunzel agreed. "But let's just go dance and forget about him."

Soon the pair was waltzing about the dance floor, but as much as Rapunzel tried she couldn't shake the uneasy feeling her meeting with Douglas had given her. During one of her spins, she thought she saw a dark hooded figure lurking by a tapestry in a corner of the room, but when she next looked the figure was gone. The dance ended, and out of the corner of her eye she saw her father moving through the crowd toward her with a grave expression. She turned and began walking towards him, but suddenly a man's pain-filled scream filled the ballroom.

There were gasps as everyone turned to the source of the scream, and through the gaps between the people Rapunzel could make out the hunched form of King Douglas. The king was clutching at his chest, where a splotch of red was quickly growing. He coughed, and a few drops of blood splattered the marble floor. With a horrible groan he fell forward, revealing the hilt of a knife buried in his back.

For a moment there was only stunned silence. Then, a woman screamed. This caused many others to scream as well, and all of a sudden all the guests began stampeding towards the exit. For a moment she thought she saw the hooded figure again in the crowd, but when she blinked they were gone.

Rapunzel spotted Eugene a few feet away and reached out to him. He grabbed her hand, but the rush of people quickly separated them. Her wedding ring slipped off in Eugene's grasp, and it fell to the ground with a soft _clink _and began rolling away, kicked about by the panicked guests' running feet.

"No!" she cried, and began going after it, but a hand grabbed her wrist. She looked up and saw her father, his eyes wide and panicked.

"Rapunzel, you must come with me!" he said.

"But my ring-"

_"Now!"_

She reluctantly followed, and soon they had exited the ballroom. The screams muted and faded away as they ran down the empty hallways.

"Where are we going?" Rapunzel gasped.

The King glanced back at her. "There's no time to explain, but you must leave Corona."

"Leave Corona?" she exclaimed. "But what about Eugene? What about you and Mom?"

"This isn't about us, it's about you." He stopped running and took both of her hands in his. "Rapunzel, you are very special. You have been chosen to save us all. You may not see any of us for a long time, but trust me when I say that my blessing goes with you."

Rapunzel suddenly found it hard to breathe. Everything was happening so quickly, and she didn't understand what her father was talking about. The corset wasn't helping, either. "What- why- is this about King Douglas?"

Her father hesitated. "It might be. We do not know for sure."

"We…?"

Her father opened a door to an empty room, and when Rapunzel followed him in she stopped short and threw a hand up to muffle a scream. There was a huge, hairy _something _in the room. The creature was entirely covered in fur, and it towered over her. Its furry mustached face was kind, but it was still frightening.

"What is _that_?"

"This is Phil," her father answered calmly. "You must go with him."

Tears welled up in her emerald eyes. "I don't understand…"

Her father took her face in his hands and kissed her gently on the forehead. She buried her face in his chest and he murmured comfortingly in her hair.

"Everything will be explained soon, I promise. Everything will be okay. I love you, Rapunzel. No matter what happens, I love you." He pulled her back and looked straight into her eyes. "Now go."

She turned to the creature named Phil, who shook what looked like a snow globe in his hand and threw it to the ground. Instead of shattering, however, it burst into a swirling whirlpool of color and light. He gestured to the whirlpool, indicating that she should go through it.

She looked back at her father one more time, who nodded reassuringly. She hesitated, then took the tiara off her head and handed it to him. "I don't want to lose it."

Then she turned and stepped into the whirlpool. There was a horrible lurching sensation in her stomach, and she got the sensation that she was spinning very fast. Suddenly the spinning stopped, and she fell to solid ground. The dizziness was terrible, and combined with the breathlessness the corset caused she felt like she was going to pass out. She had just enough time to see green grass, blue sky, and an endless span of ocean before dark spots clouded her vision.

There was a distant yell and an echoing roar, and then nothing.

* * *

><p><strong>Review and tell me what you think!<strong>


	4. A Hiccup In the Plans

**The title says it all.**

* * *

><p><span>Chapter 3: A Hiccup In the Plans<span>

_"Everybody tries to be exactly the same. I think being an outsider is a good thing."_

-Ethan Embry

* * *

><p>Hiccup Horrendous Haddock the Third, the Hope and Heir to the Tribe of the Hairy Hooligans, was flying.<p>

Not so long ago such a statement would have been impossible, laughed upon even. Not so long ago virtually _any_ sentence with Hiccup's name in it would have been laughed upon. Not so long ago Hiccup wouldn't have believed it himself.

And yet here he was, the blue of the sky above him and the blue of the sea below, going faster than any Viking had ever gone and higher than any had ever dared. Flying was something he would never, ever tire of. He loved the exhilaration of the wind whipping his reddish brown hair back from his freckled face, the speed that ripped the air from his lungs, the smell of fish and salt and pine that filled his nostrils.

In the air away from the gaze of the other Vikings all of Hiccup's titles were stripped away, whether they were the new titles, such as Dragon Trainer, or the old titles, like Useless. In the air he was humbled. He was just Hiccup. And there was something about that simplicity that he loved.

For a moment Hiccup leaned back with his arms spread wide, a whoop of joy escaping from his lips. Toothless, his faithful dragon, shifted beneath him to look back at him, and Hiccup saw in his pale green eyes that he was enjoying the flight too. Hiccup grinned.

"Wanna see if we can beat our own speed record, bud?" he asked.

Toothless roared in approval.

"Alright, then," Hiccup said.

He bent down low over Toothless' back, reducing drag as best he could. He shifted his metal foot on the pedal that controlled Toothless' prosthetic tail, and with a huge flap of his wings Toothless soared upward. There was a moment where they hovered, motionless, at the peak of their ascent. Then Toothless pointed his nose toward the ocean far below and tucked in his wings, and they plummeted toward the water at top speed.

Hiccup's fur vest and green shirt stuck straight out behind him in the wind, and he squinted his forest green eyes as they began to water. The ocean came closer, closer, closer… and then, at the very last second, Hiccup pressed down on the pedal and Toothless spread his wings. They shot across the ocean surface, leaving a huge spray of water in their wake.

"Yeeeah!" Hiccup yelled with a laugh, while Toothless leashed an exhilarated roar.

Soon Toothless slowed to a glide and gently rose so they were about twenty feet above the ocean. Hiccup straightened again and ran a hand through his hair, the reckless grin still on his face.

"That never gets old," he said.

Just then, Hiccup heard a low grumbling sound. He looked around for the source, but there was only Toothless looking back at him sheepishly.

"Toothless… was that your stomach? Are you hungry?"

Toothless nodded.

"I am too, now that you mention it. Let's stop somewhere and have some food."

Toothless banked to the right, heading toward the rocky cliffs of Berk that overlooked the sea. He landed on a rock spire that jutted from the ocean, and Hiccup jumped off and stretched his arms. Then he opened the saddlebag and took out several raw fish for Toothless and a sandwich for himself. He bit into it, leaning back against Toothless' side as the black dragon curled up around him. He gazed out over the ocean, watching the way it glittered in the sunlight. A pod of Scauldrons splashed in the distance, jumping in and out of the water in graceful arcs. Hiccup took a deep breath of the salty air.

"Do you ever wish we could just stay out here?" he asked. Toothless looked up from the fish he was devouring and glanced at Hiccup, but the boy continued to stare out over the water. "Just get away from all… all the insanity?"

Hiccup sighed and put his hands behind his head, turning his gaze from the sea to the sky. "No problems in the village, no attacks from wayward dragons, no Outcasts... just you and me and the sky, bud."

Toothless tilted his head. Hiccup was in a strange mood indeed. There was a moment of silence, and then Hiccup blinked and looked at Toothless with a small smile. He reached over and scratched him on the neck, just where he liked it.

"I guess that would be pretty boring, though, huh?"

Toothless snorted and went back to his fish. Hiccup held his sandwich between his teeth as he reached into his vest and took out his sketchbook and a piece of charcoal. He opened it to a page that had the beginnings of a map on it and began adding to it, drawing in new islands that he had noticed today and making notes of interest here and there about the dragon activity.

Today's flight with Toothless had not been just for fun. Although it had been as exciting as usual, the reason Hiccup was out today was for other purposes. Recently Hiccup had been struck by how blind the Vikings really were to the outside world. They knew their way around Berk's mainland just fine, and the nearby islands were familiar as well, seeing as fishing boats spent much of their time out there. Once you got more than a few miles out, though… well, that was uncharted territory. That was not really their fault, Hiccup supposed, since they had never had the means nor the incentive to explore outside their safe little bubble.

But Hiccup, as inquisitive as he was, was not content with the confines of Berk. So he often took Toothless out for hours at a time, flying further and further each time, mapping the unmapped and seeing the unseen. There was something undeniably thrilling about heading out into the unknown. His father, while he didn't exactly disapprove, often expressed the desire that he didn't go alone. Whenever Hiccup asked one of his friends to accompany him, however, he found that once they realized he wasn't planning on defeating any vicious dragons or completing some epic quest they would become disinterested.

Hiccup enjoyed being with his friends- especially after being without any for so long- but it frustrated him sometimes that they didn't really understand his interest. The thing about Vikings was that if the task at hand didn't involve fighting or battles or action, they had short attention spans.

Hiccup had once convinced Astrid to come with him on a mapping excursion, but he could tell she had only done it to make him happy. After about half an hour she had already begun to display signs of boredom, though she tried to hide it for his sake. He had told her she didn't have to come if she didn't want to, and she jumped on the chance even as she insisted that it was only because there were things she had to do back in the village and she really _would_ like to come with him, it was just that she was really busy that day…

Hiccup hadn't missed the relieved smile on her face as she had headed back to Berk, no doubt to practice her axe throwing or hammer fighting or something. Vikings, for the most part, preferred the physical over the intellectual, after all. That was just the way they were.

**_We_**_, _Hiccup corrected himself mentally. _That's just the way __**we**_ _are._

Hiccup wasn't sure what that said about him if he had to _remind_ himself he was a Viking, though.

With a sigh he closed the notebook and tucked it back in his vest. He stood up and Toothless, who had been basking lazily in the sun, opened his eyes.

"We should probably get back, bud," Hiccup said to him.

Toothless got to his feet and stretched before allowing Hiccup to mount him. Then the two jumped off the rock formation and glided through the air, heading back in the direction of Berk. They took their time, and it was about an hour before the familiar village came into view. Toothless descended in leisurely circles, and as Hiccup looked down he noticed that quite a few people were gathered in front of his house. Though they didn't look particularly angry, Hiccup knew from experience that gatherings in front of the chief's house were rarely a good thing.

Hiccup spotted his friends gathered in the main square. They were all watching the mob from afar and talking amongst themselves. Toothless landed in the square, and Hiccup went over to the group.

"Does anyone know why there is a mob in front of my house?" he asked.

"Where have _you _been?" Astrid asked. "The whole village is talking about it!"

"Talking about what?"

"Your dad found a girl up in the bluffs," Fishlegs said. "She's not from around here, but because of where she was found they don't think she was shipwrecked."

"Then how did she get here?" Hiccup questioned.

"Nobody knows," answered Ruffnut.

"Some are saying she is a goddess fallen from Asgard," Fishlegs whispered, gazing dramatically into the middle distance.

"I wish I could see her," Snotlout said wistfully.

"Why?" Tuffnut said to him. "So you can flirt with her?"

"Hey, I don't hit on every girl that just shows up on the island!" Snotlout protested.

Ruffnut violently coughed something that sounded a lot like, _Heather!_

"Oh yeah, and Bucket says he saw a monster up there, too," Tuffnut added.

"Well… this is _Bucket _we're talking about here," Hiccup pointed out.

"Your father has been looking for you all day," Astrid told him. "He looks pretty tightly wound up. If I were you I would go see what he wants before he snaps."

"That is an excellent idea," Hiccup said. He turned toward the direction of his house and began walking. "C'mon Toothless."

Hiccup went around the mob unnoticed to the back entrance of the house. He put his hand on the door and hesitated, wary of what he might find inside. He wondered why his dad was looking for him, and who the mysterious girl everyone was talking about was. Bracing himself, he pushed open the door and stepped in.

The first thing he saw was Stoick and Gobber. They were sitting on chairs and facing away from him, and they appeared to be talking to someone. Because of the bulk of the two men, however, Hiccup could not see _who _they were talking to. At the sound of his entrance, Stoick turned around and saw him. His face, which had been creased with worry and stress, suddenly washed over with relief.

"Hiccup!" he exclaimed, rising from his seat and striding towards him. "Where have you been? You can't just go flying off all day and not tell anyone where you're going!"

Hiccup gave his father a weird look. "That's what I always do, Dad."

"Well, you shouldn't! Especially not now!"

Hiccup was confused. His dad had never been strict about these things before. "What do you mean 'not now'? Is there something going on? Because people are saying-"

He was cut off by a feminine voice that exclaimed, "Is that a dragon?"

Hiccup looked past his father and saw the source of the voice sitting across from Gobber. It was a slender girl with tangled choppy brown hair. She was wearing a very strange, elaborate outfit, and her green eyes were wide at the sight of Toothless.

"Yes…" Hiccup answered her unsurely.

"He's amazing!" the girl exclaimed. She stood up and rushed over to Toothless, holding her hand out to touch him.

"Uh, I wouldn't do that if I were you!" Hiccup warned her.

But she had already reached Toothless, who was caught by surprise and tried to scramble away. The girl was just about to touch him when he growled warningly, arching his back and spreading his wings. Hiccup took a step towards him, ready to stop him from torching the girl. Really, what did this girl think she was doing? You didn't just run up and try and pet a dragon! Everyone knew that.

The girl stopped with her hand outstretched and slowly lowered it. "Oh, I'm sorry," she said to Toothless soothingly. "It's okay, I won't hurt you." She took a slow step forward and Toothless growled again.

Everyone in the room froze, watching the dangerous game the girl was playing.

Still in her soft tone of voice, she said, "You're a beautiful dragon. Your scales are so pretty, and your tail! I love it."

Toothless glanced back at his tail, fanning out the black fin and admiring the red one.

"You probably don't get told that often enough," the girl was saying. "I bet you're a magnificent sight when you're flying!"

Toothless slowly withdrew his wings and straightened, his chest puffing out with pride. He let the girl come closer and didn't flinch away as she reached out again and gently touched his snout. Emboldened by his approval, the girl stepped closer and began scratching his neck. She smiled.

"You're just a big sweetie, aren't you?"

Toothless crooned and nuzzled her gently. Hiccup let out a breath he hadn't known he'd been holding and walked over next to the girl.

"What's your name?" the girl asked his dragon.

"His name's Toothless," Hiccup said, laying a hand on said dragon's neck. "He's my dragon. I'm Hiccup."

He held out his hand and the girl shook it, offering him a bright smile. "I'm Rapunzel."

Hiccup smiled back. He was about to say more, but just then Gobber spoke up. "Well, now that we've got introductions out of the way, let's get back to business."

"Yes," Rapunzel said, letting go of Hiccup's hand and turning to Gobber. "I was promised an explanation."

"We already told you-" Stoick began.

"All you told me was that I'm in Berk, I can't go back to Corona, and your son Hiccup," she glanced at him, "was going to help me."

"Help you?" Hiccup repeated. "With what?"

"That's what I'm trying to figure out," Rapunzel said.

"Perhaps you two should take a seat," Gobber said, gesturing to the empty seats with his hooked hand.

Rapunzel and Hiccup glanced at each other before walking over to the chairs and sitting down.

"Okay," Hiccup began. "So I'm assuming that you're the girl that everyone is talking about… and you're _not _a goddess fallen from Asgard?"

Rapunzel giggled. "A goddess? No, of course not! And I'm from Corona, not Asgard, whatever that is."

Hiccup looked to his father. "And, what about the monster Bucket says he saw?"

"That would be Phil," Stoick said. He turned and yelled behind him, "Phil! Come out here!"

"Phil" emerged from Stoick's room, a huge furry monster of a thing. He tucked something into a pouch that he carried and raised a hand in greeting. "Blorfugafa."

Hiccup stared at the creature for a second and then looked back at Stoick. "Okay. So Phil is a talking furry monster. No big deal," he deadpanned.

"Can someone tell me why I'm here?" Rapunzel asked.

Stoick shifted in his seat. "It is probably best for you to wait until you arrive at your… final destination before you get the full explanation. But I am allowed to tell you that you have been chosen to be part of an elite fighting force. Both of you."

Hiccup raised his eyebrows. "An elite fighting force? Against what?"

"Well, Alvin, for starters," Gobber interjected. "And Gothel too, Rapunzel."

Rapunzel looked startled. "How do you know about that?"

"We make a habit of staying informed," Gobber said.

"Look, the point is that things are changing for the worse and we need your help to fix it," Stoick said. "It's happening here, it's happening in Corona, it's happening everywhere."

"What do you want _us _to do about it?" Hiccup asked.

"You will meet your allies," Stoick said, "And then you will train, and then you will fight."

"I'd just like to say," Rapunzel said, "That I'm not a fighter, okay? I would just like to go home."

Gobber shook his head. "You don't understand, Rapunzel. You were _chosen. _This isn't something you can back out of."

Rapunzel put her head in her hands. Hiccup knew how she was feeling. He himself was feeling utterly bewildered and lost. It must have showed, because Toothless nudged him comfortingly. There was a moment of silence, and then Rapunzel spoke again.

"Can I at least change out of this dress?"

"I bet Astrid has some clothes you could borrow," Hiccup said, beginning to stand up.

"Hiccup," Stoick said, "I think it's best if this all remains secret for now, until we have a better idea of what we're up against and who we can trust."

Hiccup slowly sat back down. "So… what do we do now?"

Phil tapped Stoick on the shoulder and gave him a meaningful look. Stoick nodded and said, "Now you go with Phil."

"Wait- like, right now?" Hiccup said, startled.

"That's what I said. You don't need to bring anything, everything will be provided."

"What about Toothless?" Hiccup asked.

"You can bring him, of course." Stoick answered

"Shouldn't I tell my friends that I'm leaving? And Astrid-"

"We'll make up some excuse for you," Stoick said, standing up and ushering him and Rapunzel to the back room.

"Um… okay…" Hiccup said, following Rapunzel and Phil. Toothless trailed behind him.

"Hiccup," Stoick said. Hiccup looked back. "Make me proud."

The boy smiled, despite the turmoil inside him. "I will." _Even if I don't exactly know what I'm doing._

Stoick nodded and Hiccup turned back to Phil, who was reaching into his pouch and pulling out what looked like a glass sphere- some sort of egg, maybe? Rapunzel's face went pale.

"Oh no, not that again…"

Phil gave her a sympathetic look before throwing the sphere down where it exploded into a swirling mass. Rapunzel looked ill from the mere sight of it. Hiccup took hold of her arm supportively and she shot him a grateful look. Toothless came up on his other side, giving the whirlpool a distrustful glare. Then they all three went in at once. After a moment in which Hiccup felt as if he was caught in a hurricane, they emerged on the other side. Rapunzel stumbled, Hiccup's grasp the only thing keeping her upright.

"I don't think I'll ever get used to that," she muttered. She looked at Hiccup. "You know, you're taking all this surprisingly well."

Hiccup laughed. "Does it look that way? Good."

Within moments Phil joined them, and the portal returned to the glass sphere again, which the furry creature then put into his pouch that he still carried. Toothless took a step forward, sniffing the air, and Hiccup took the opportunity to look around at his surroundings.

They were on a trail in the middle of a forest. The trees were clearly very old, as they towered far above Hiccup's head. Behind him the path continued deeper into the forest, and in front of him it led out. For a second he thought he was in the woods of Berk, but upon second examination he realized that the trees were too dense, the shadows too deep. And the air… the air was _different _somehow. Wherever he was, it definitely wasn't anywhere on Berk. The thought terrified him and excited him at the same time.

"How did we get here?" he asked himself, letting go of Rapunzel and stepping forward. He looked back at the girl. "Do you know?"

Rapunzel shook her head. "I know about as much as you do. Probably less, actually." She hesitated. "Though, if I had to guess, I'd say… magic?"

"Magic?" Hiccup repeated. He didn't know anything about magic. Magic was a thing reserved for gods and spirits. Magic was beyond human reach, beyond human understanding.

"Yes," Rapunzel said. "I can't think of any other explanation, can you?"

Hiccup hesitated, but decided he had to agree.

Suddenly, a blue light flickered into being in the trees nearby. When Hiccup looked closer, he saw that it was a tiny creature with little wispy arms of light that beckoned him closer with a musical sighing sound. Mesmerized, he took a step towards the creature, slowly reaching out his hand to touch it. But before he could, Toothless leapt in front of him and forcibly shoved him back, growling menacingly at the little blue creature. The thing lingered for an instant, and then disappeared into thin air. Toothless didn't relax, still nudging Hiccup away.

"Toothless!" Hiccup exclaimed. "Toothless, calm down! It's just… well, I don't know what it was, but it didn't look threatening…"

"Looks can be deceiving," Rapunzel pointed out.

She was right, of course, but Hiccup still wasn't entirely convinced. Taking out his sketchbook, he quickly drew a rough sketch of the creature before he forgot it. It was definitely something he wanted to know more about.

The warble of Phil's strange dialect caused him to look up. Phil was pointing to the path that led out of the forest, waving them forwards insistently. He started down the trail, and Hiccup, Toothless, and Rapunzel followed. They stayed silent, looking warily around at the surrounding forest. Soon they broke from the cover of the trees, and not far away Hiccup could see a fortress-like stone castle, the likes of which he had never seen before.

"Where _are _we?" he wondered, not for the first time. Phil said something, but Hiccup still didn't understand a word. He glanced at Rapunzel. "Do you think we're ever going to get a straight answer?"

Rapunzel shrugged. "I doubt it. And by the looks of things, it's just going to get worse."

Hiccup looked back at the castle and nodded. "Oh yeah. Definitely."

* * *

><p><strong>So I have decided I'm going to do responses to reviews at the end of the chapter. I don't usually, but I will for this story.<strong>

**Okanee: I'm glad you like the oneshots, and I hope this lives up to your expectations!**

**Guest 1: Yes, well, I figured Alvin would be a much better conversationalist than a giant dragon, haha :)**

**Guest 2: I'm not entirely sure what pairings I'll use, but they'll at least start out canon.**

**PencilofAwesomeness: Oh yeah, I have big plans for this. Glad you like the title, I knew I wanted it to be "How To" something.**

**Guest 3: Read and find out, lol.**

**Metal4k: Why, thank you.**

**catgirl3899: I don't know when it will be _finished, _but I'll try to update quickly, at least.**


	5. Insubordination

**I don't really trust myself when it comes to accents, so I'll be avoiding them for the most part except for little things here and there. That goes for North, Bunny and Merida. **

* * *

><p><span>Chapter 4: Insubordination<span>

_"A little rebellion is a good thing."_

-Thomas Jefferson

* * *

><p><em>Up, down. Up, down. Up, down. <em>The needle followed the never-ending pattern through the cloth, weaving threads of blue through the green fabric. Slowly and methodically the stitches appeared, forming a design that would not become clear until the end.

An end that Princess Merida of the DunBroch Clan felt would never come.

Embroidery. There was nothing she hated more. Sitting still for hours on end working on the same tedious project was like torture to her. It was one of those "princess duties" that irked her to no end. And though her mother was considerably more lax nowadays when it came to princess duties, there were some things that just couldn't be avoided, and embroidery was one of them.

"It's a good skill to have," her mum always said. "In case you ever do decide to get married."

Of course, marriage still held absolutely no interest in Merida's mind- not with the boys around here, anyway. They were nice enough; some of them were actually quite sweet. But they were always so focused on proving to her who was the biggest and the brawniest and the handsomest. That was all well and good, but Merida found herself wishing for someone with a bit more substance.

Merida sighed and glanced out the window. It was a beautiful day; the sky was blue with puffy white clouds and the tall grass rippled in the warm summer breeze. The breeze drifted through the window, carrying with it the smell of wildflowers. Oh, how she wished she could be out there right now! _Anything_ was better than sitting here doing boring old embroidery. On the bright side, her father had promised he would take her out to practice archery after supper. She only had to make it until then.

Queen Elinor sat across from her, smiling slightly and humming while she worked on her own embroidery, which was coming along considerably faster than her daughter's. She looked up at Merida's wistful sigh.

"Only two more hours, dear," she said in what was meant to be a reassuring voice.

Merida only groaned, leaning back in her chair and staring up at the ceiling in boredom. "I don't get it, mum. How can you enjoy this?"

"It's calming," she answered. "It helps me sort out my mind and think things through."

Merida shook her head in disbelief.

Just then, the door to the room opened. Maudie, the triplets' nursemaid, was standing there. "Queen Elinor?" she said. The queen looked up. "King Fergus would like to speak with you."

Elinor nodded and stood up, setting her embroidery aside. Gracefully she walked out of the room, and as she was passing Maudie, she said, "Where are the triplets, Maudie?"

Maudie's face reddened. "Ah. Yes. Well, that's the question we're all asking, eh, my lady?"

Merida chuckled to herself as the two left, Elinor calling over her shoulder, "Carry on without me, Merida!"

The door closed, and Merida snorted. "Yeah. Like _that's _going to happen."

She jumped up from her chair, carelessly tossing her embroidery on the bed as she crouched down and pulled out her bow and arrow from underneath it. She smiled and went to the door, slipping out quietly and running down the hall in the opposite direction her mum and Maudie had gone. She slid down the banister of the stairs in the Great Hall and sped out the main doors of the castle.

Two whole hours of embroidery avoided, and no one even knew she was out! The possibilities were endless. Merida headed over to the stables and saddled up her horse, Angus. She took him out on the route where she and Mum usually went riding together. As she went, she threw her head back and let her wild mane of fiery red hair stream out behind her. She laughed, the sun sparkling in her bright blue eyes, her dark green dress fluttering in the wind.

"Where to, Angus?" she asked her horse.

Angus whinnied as if in reply and shook his head in the direction of the fields. Merida had been going toward the forest, but at his suggestion she turned the reigns and headed that way instead. Angus ran full speed, and the tall grass whipped at her legs as she rode. Gradually Angus slowed, eventually coming to a stop amid a bed of wildflowers on a cliff overlooking an even larger field below. He shook his mane contentedly and bent down to graze.

Merida slid off her horse and fell on her back into the flowers with a blissful sigh. She sprawled out amongst the sweet-smelling blooms and closed her eyes, basking in the sunlight. The field was remarkably quiet; all she could hear was the wind rustling the grass, Angus's breathing, and the occasional song of a bird. It was very peaceful.

_I could fall asleep out here, _she thought. She seriously considered it, too, but seeing as she had to be back within a couple hours she decided not to. Instead, she sat up and picked a few long blades of grass. She began weaving them together, in and out and around in a complex weave. It was quite a bit like sewing, and Merida was struck by the thought that embroidery would be much more enjoyable if it was done outside, sitting in the flowers like she was right now.

She finished the grass weaving, and admired the Celtic knot she had created. Nodding in satisfaction, she put it in Angus's saddle bag as a token of good luck. Then she lay back down in the flowers, the sun warm on her face. She yawned, a feeling of sleepiness taking her over. Maybe she would take a nap after all, just a quick one. She had plenty of time, and it really was such a nice day…

When she opened her eyes again everything was much darker. The sky was streaked with sunset colors and the sun itself hovered just above the horizon. She gasped, sitting bolt upright as she realized how long she had slept. Angus lay a few yards away, his chest moving steadily to his breathing as he dozed.

"Angus!" she cried. The horse lifted his head groggily. "Why didn't you wake me up?"

Angus snorted indignantly as she ran over to him and tried to haul him up to his feet. He stood and shook grass out of his mane as Merida quickly mounted him. With a snap of the reigns they set off back across the field, heading towards the castle.

As they went, Merida glanced at the sky again, trying to gauge the time. Now that she was fully awake and thinking clearly, she realized that perhaps it was not as late as she thought. Yes- it might not have even been two hours yet, but she would be cutting it close. If she managed to return to her room before her mother came looking for her, she might not even get into trouble.

Angus galloped through the front gate of the castle grounds and over to the stables. Merida put him in his stall, gave him an apple and a quick hug, and ran to the back entrance of the castle where she was least likely to be noticed. Silently she snuck upstairs towards her room, but just as she was reaching the hall where it was located she heard footsteps approaching and her parents' voices. Quickly she ducked into the nearest doorway as they passed.

"… can't just throw her into this with no warning!" her mother was saying.

"We don't have a choice," her father, King Fergus, said. "I did not expect this so soon, but we have to do what have to do. You go get her; I will deal with the others…"

Their voices faded away, but Merida hesitated. Who was the 'her' they were speaking of? And who were 'the others'? Deciding she would figure it out later, she hurried along the length of the hall and slipped into her room, quickly picking up her embroidery and trying to look natural- or as natural as possible with her hair a mess and her bow lying not-so-inconspicuously on the bed behind her.

Not a second later, the door opened and Queen Elinor entered. "Merida!" she said, sounding surprised. "You're still here!"

Merida felt the tips of her ears redden. Perhaps her mother knew her better than she thought. "Of course I'm still here, mum," she said with an innocent smile. "Why would you ever think otherwise?"

"No matter, no matter," she said, taking her by the arm and guiding her up from her seat towards the door. "Come on then, we have business to attend to." Ignoring her daughter's spluttered protests and questions, she began fussing over her. "I wish we had had more notice, you could have put on something nicer- no, no, not _nicer _maybe, but certainly more functional, and we could have done something with your hair- speaking of which, why is there grass in your hair? Oh well, there's nothing we can do now, and where is your bow? You should take that with you."

Merida yanked her arm out of her mother's strong grasp and gaped at her. "You _want _me to take my bow with me? Wait- where am I going, exactly?"

Elinor chose to ignore the latter question. "Oh, I'll admit I never quite liked the thing, but you might need it." She picked up the bow and quiver of arrows from the bed and shoved them into Merida's hands, forcibly piloting her out the door again. "Now come along, they'll be waiting…"

"I can walk fine on my own, Mum," Merida said. She frowned. Her mother was acting quite flustered and out of character; she was usually so poised and graceful. "Are you alright? Where are we going? Who's waiting for us?"

"Not for _us, _darling, for _you_."

"Me?"

"Yes, yes." They swept down the stairs and into the Great Hall, Elinor directing Merida to her throne. Merida, bewildered, sat down, looking towards the main doors as they slowly began to open.

"Now, Merida, whatever happens in the next few minutes, don't be alarmed. Just take it calmly, like a princess would."

Merida was slightly annoyed that her mother was using the "like a princess" method again, but was able to ignore the feeling in favor of the trepidation that swept through her as the doors kept opening. Her father was revealed to be the one pushing open the doors, and when he stepped aside he revealed the strangest entourage Merida had ever seen.

The first to enter the Great Hall was a girl that Merida had never seen, dressed in what had probably once been a very nice dress, but was now torn and dirty. She was petite and rather pretty, but her features were lined with weariness, confusion, and sadness.

Behind her followed a boy that reminded Merida just the slightest bit of Wee Dingwall, in that he was much smaller than most boys and a tad eccentric looking- mainly because in place of his left leg there was a metal prosthetic. His eyes, however, were much sharper and cleverer than Dingwall's vacant expression. He, too, looked confused, but seemed to Merida to be in much better shape than the girl.

At his side, there was a large, black, lizard-like creature that walked with caution and looked around at everything warily. It took a second, but after staring at the animal for a moment Merida realized that she had seen something quite like it before, in the books that told of legends and far off lands. It was a dragon.

And yet, before Merida could fully process the fact that there was a _dragon _in the Great Hall, an even stranger beast brought up the rear of the procession. For a split second she thought it was a bear- but no, it was too humanoid for that. She had no idea _what _it was, but definitely not a bear.

She looked to her mother and opened her mouth to say something, but before she could her mother held up a hand.

"Take it in stride, Merida," she said.

Merida closed her mouth and looked back at the group that had just entered. The doors closed with an echoing _boom_, and for a moment everything was silent.

Then her father cleared his throat. "Merida, I'd like to introduce you to… um…" he glanced at them. "What did you say your names were, again?"

The boy stepped forward. "My name's Hiccup," he said. Merida rose from her throne and walked to him, shaking his outstretched hand.

"And mine's Rapunzel," the brunette girl said when Merida turned to her. Her voice was rather weak sounding and her handshake was as well.

Merida gave her a concerned look. "You don't look so good, lass."

Rapunzel chuckled quietly. "Oh, I know." She hesitated, then said, "I, um, I don't suppose you have any food?"

Merida glanced back at her mother, who nodded. "Of course. Let us go to the dining room and discuss things over supper."

King Fergus led the way, while Merida walked between Rapunzel and the boy named Hiccup.

"This is Toothless, by the way," Hiccup said, laying a hand on the head of the dragon that walked by his side. He jerked a thumb at the furry creature that followed them. "And I've been told he's called Phil."

Merida nodded, inwardly marveling at the calm exterior she was managing to uphold. "What brings you to DunBroch?" she asked.

"Um… we don't know," Hiccup answered. "We were hoping you did."

Merida shook her head as they arrived at the dining room, where the long table in the center of the room had been laid out with a bounty of food. Everyone took a seat, and Phil immediately began eating a plateful of tarts; apparently the creature had a sweet tooth. Toothless pulled a tray of smoked fish to the edge of the table and went to work on those, while Rapunzel cut a sausage into tiny pieces and slowly ate them one by one. Everyone else, however, sat before empty plates.

"Alright," Merida said, addressing the table in general. "What is all this about?"

Phil paused in his eating and looked up, speaking a long thread of garbled syllables that Merida supposed must have been words but which she could not even begin to decipher. He went on for nearly five minutes, and at the end of his speech gave a concluding nod, as if he was confident he had just supplied them all with a satisfactory answer.

There was a moment of silence, then Queen Elinor said, "What Phil means to say is that you are being recruited, Merida."

Fergus gave his wife a surprised look."You speak Yetish?"

Elinor smiled. "I understand it, but it is much harder to speak it."

"Yetish?" Merida repeated.

"Yes, the language of Yetis," Fergus said, gesturing towards Phil.

"Wait, wait, what do you mean 'recruited'?"Merida demanded.

"My dad said something like that," Hiccup interjected. "Something about being part of a fighting team, right?" This last part was directed towards Rapunzel.

Merida noticed that Rapunzel's face was looking rather flushed, and she was fanning herself with her hand. "Yes, I think you're right." She paused. "It's really stuffy in here, isn't it?"

Merida gave Rapunzel a concerned glance. The room wasn't stuffy at all; on the contrary, it was cool and a little drafty. After scrutinizing the other girl for a moment, her eyes widened in realization. She stood up and strode to the other side, picking up a knife from the table and slashing it through the back of Rapunzel's dress.

"Merida!" Elinor gasped.

Rapunzel gasped too, but for another reason: the knife cut right through the strings of the corset, which loosened and allowed her the first real breath of air she had had ever since she had put the thing on.

"Corsets," Merida said disdainfully. "They're vile things, aren't they?"

"Yes, they are," Rapunzel agreed, giving her a grateful smile.

Merida returned it and looked up, seeing everyone else half rising from their seats with shocked expressions on their faces.

"What?" she asked. "You didn't think I was going to _hurt _her, did you?"

"You never know with you," Fergus said, but gave his daughter a wink as he sat back down.

Merida returned to her seat as Rapunzel shifted to keep her dress from falling off her shoulders. "A fighting team, hm? Sounds interesting. But I thought that there was a peace treaty between the clans?"

"There is," Elinor assured her. "But you won't be fighting here."

Merida frowned. "Not… here? But where, then?"

"Somewhere very far away… and yet not far away at all." Fergus said cryptically. "Phil will take you there, you and Rapunzel and Hiccup."

"Hang on," Merida protested, taken aback by the sudden announcement. "I can't just leave DunBroch for some faraway land! I have a life _here_…"

"Merida, please don't make this difficult," Elinor pleaded. "Trust me, it's for the best."

Merida felt her stubborn instinct rising. "But… I don't want to go…"

Rapunzel sighed. "Apparently, you don't have a choice."

Merida stood up quickly, pushing her chair back and slowly backing away. "You can't make me…"

Elinor gave her a stern glare, rising from her seat. "_Merida_…"

But Merida didn't listen, turning and running out into the corridors. She didn't get very far, however. She glanced back to see if anyone was following her, and when she turned back around she ran into a solid wall of fur. She rebounded off and fell to the floor, looking up to see Phil gazing down at her with a sack in his hand.

"Fwasfet defergaf," he said, and from his apologetic expression Merida gathered he probably meant something close to, _I'm really sorry about this._

She scrambled to her feet, but before she could take off again Phil took hold of her arm and threw her in the sack. She yelled and demanded to be released, and in the scratchy darkness of the sack she felt herself being thrown and then got the sensation of spinning so fast she felt rather nauseous. She shut her mouth, trying hard not to be sick. Suddenly, she hit a hard floor and spilled out of the bag onto her back, staring straight up into a very unfamiliar face.

A boy with strange white hair and the bluest eyes she had ever seen looked down on her, his lips twitching into a half mocking, half sympathetic smile.

"The sack, huh?" he said.

* * *

><p><strong>Okanee: Don't you worry, I have plans for every single one of them! *evil laugh*<strong>

**Guest: Hope I didn't disappoint.**

**So, what do you think so far? Review!**


	6. All Together Now

**Ohmygosh you guys this chapter took forever to get out. I barely have time for writing nowadays, my life is literally sleep, school, soccer, homework, repeat. On the bright side, it's extra long!**

* * *

><p><span>Chapter 5: All Together Now<span>

_"We are all in the same boat, in a stormy sea, and we owe each other a terrible loyalty."_

- G.K. Chesterton

* * *

><p>Jack stepped back as the girl with the hair like fire scrambled to her feet, backpedaling away from him and looking around with wild eyes. When she caught sight of the other Guardians standing nearby, her mouth dropped open. That was understandable, of course. Jack supposed they must have made quite a strange sight to someone who wasn't accustomed to them: a feathered fairy, a six feet tall rabbit, a short floating golden man, a huge bearded old man, and a skinny teenager with white hair.<p>

"What in the name of… who are you?" she demanded in a strong Scottish accent.

Before any of them could answer, Phil emerged from the portal the girl had just come through, two others in tow. There was another girl with close cut brown hair and a fancy purple dress nearly in shreds, and a boy on the small side with a metal leg. Jack scrutinized them all carefully. North had been filling him in on who he would be fighting alongside while Phil had gone to get the others, and Jack was curious to meet his new team.

That boy must be Hiccup, the Viking from the Isle of Berk. Jack was surprised; when North had said "son of the chief", he had expected someone a bit more impressive. He wasn't very old, probably only about fifteen years. But then, he _was _a Viking, and North had informed him that Vikings were fierce fighters. Perhaps Hiccup was much stronger than he looked. The metal leg would be something of a disadvantage, though…

From the accent, Jack gathered that the red-headed girl was Merida, from the DunBroch Clan. If Phil had resorted to using the infamous sack with her, then that meant she was a fighter, which was good. Yet it also meant she was rebellious and resistant to authority, which could be a problem. Not that Jack considered himself an authority, but he needed to be able to rely on his team in battle. She had a bow slung over her shoulder, and if she could use it then that would be very helpful indeed.

Which meant the girl in the tattered dress must be Rapunzel, the Princess of Corona. She didn't look like much of a warrior, but then North _had_ said she specialized more in healing. He had also said she didn't have much experience when it came to fighting, but he had been assured that it would be worth the extra training.

It was such a strange group, a ragtag band of seemingly random teenagers. They weren't the strongest and they definitely weren't the biggest from each of their dimensions. They probably weren't even the best. Jack couldn't help but wonder what on earth Manny had been thinking, choosing these people.

Then he realized that this was probably exactly how the other Guardians had felt when he had been chosen to become one of them, and he resolved to keep an open mind. Manny always had reasons for the things he did, Jack knew, even if they weren't always clear. He was never in much of a hurry to explain, either. You could wait a lifetime and still never get your answer.

Jack expected the portal to close once the trio came through, but it wasn't done yet. Directly behind Hiccup followed a big black winged thing- a dragon. Instinctively Jack backed away in surprise at the sight of the creature. He had heard of dragons before, of course. Jamie's book of mythological creatures even had a whole chapter about them. He had never thought they were real, though- and they weren't, not in this dimension, anyway. He supposed he should have expected weird things to happen when he mingled with other dimensions, but no one had said anything about _dragons_.

He shot North a look, but the man was too busy trying to stop Merida from attacking Phil to notice.

"… and you have no business kidnapping me, so if you know what's good for you you'll take me back right now!" the redhead was saying- well, shouting, really- to the yeti.

"Princess, calm down!" North said. "You are not being kidnapped. Why would you think that?"

"Well, being tossed in a sack without being told where you're going and why tends to give you that idea," Jack put in. "You really need to work on your people skills, North."

Merida whirled around from shouting down a mildly frightened looking Phil to face them. "I'll calm down when someone tells me what's going on and why I'm here and…" her voice trailed off as she caught full view of the room. She turned in a slow circle, taking in the yetis and the elves wandering about and the windows providing a view of the Arctic outside and the slowly revolving globe twinkling with glowing lights. "And… where is here?"

"Another dimension, I'm guessing," Hiccup said.

"You are right. Welcome to the North Pole!" North exclaimed as he stepped forward with a sweeping gesture of his arms. "The main base of operations for the MDA!"

There was a moment of silence as everyone in the room stared at him in confusion. Then Tooth spoke the question on everybody's minds.

"The what now?"

"The MDA," North repeated. "Stands for Multi-Dimensional Alliance."

"You just made that up just now, didn't you?" Jack said.

"Yes," North replied, unashamed.

"Sounds official," Bunny mused. "I like it."

Sandy nodded in agreement with Bunny.

"Good," North said. "Then we will make it official. Someone should alert the other dimensional leaders. You there, get on that!" He pointed at one of the yetis, and he promptly left the room to carry out his orders.

"I feel like we've gotten slightly off topic here," Rapunzel spoke up for the first time. Everyone turned to her. "You were saying? About the North Pole?"

"Ah, yes, right. Welcome to the North Pole!" North proclaimed again.

"Yeah, we got that much," Hiccup said. "Who are you, exactly?"

"We are the Guardians," North answered. "I am known by many names, but you can call me North."

Bunny stepped forward. "My name's Bunnymund, just Bunny for short, though."

Merida stared at him. "You're a giant rabbit," she stated bluntly.

Jack choked back a laugh at her directness.

"Well, yes," Bunny said, sounding a bit disgruntled. "That would be the reason for the name."

Tooth flew forward in a flurry of rainbow feathers. "I'm the Tooth Fairy- well, my full name is Toothiana, but most mortals don't know that and my friends just call me Tooth, or sometimes Toothy- that's mostly North, though- so I guess you can just call me Tooth, or-"

"Tooth," North said, stopping what was fast becoming a ramble- much to the relief of the Hiccup, Rapunzel, and Merida, who were having a hard time keeping up with her lightning fast talking speed.

Tooth cleared her throat in embarrassment. "Right." She moved to the side as Sandy floated forward with a cheery wave. "This is the Sandman, but we all just call him Sandy."

Jack took a step to the front. "And I'm Jack. Jack Frost."

The three others made introductions, and Jack found out that the dragon's name was Toothless.

"Why is he called that?" Tooth inquired, visibly resisting the urge to fly forward and pry open the dragon's mouth. "Does he not have teeth?"

"Sometimes," Hiccup said with a shrug.

Jack looked at Toothless distastefully. "Did you really have to bring a _dragon_ with you?"

Hiccup gave Jack a quick appraising look. "Yes," he said, a note of hostility in his voice. "Why? Is there something _wrong _with dragons?"

"What, you mean apart from the fact that they go around eating people and burning things down and hoarding fortunes of treasure?" Jack didn't know if any of that was actually true, but that was what all the stories about dragons said.

"Have you ever actually met one?" Hiccup retorted.

"No, I try and stay _away _from vicious, fire-breathing animals, thanks."

"Maybe you shouldn't be so quick to judge them, then."

"And maybe _you_ shouldn't be so quick to trust them."

Toothless growled, and Jack's hand tightened around his staff as he tensed, ready for an attack.

"Jack," Tooth interrupted, "Let's just let it go, alright? Hiccup- _and _Toothless- are here as guests." She lowered her voice. "And you don't want to get off on the wrong foot; he _is _going to be part of the team."

Jack hesitated, but then he relaxed and nodded. "Sorry," he said to Hiccup shortly.

Hiccup nodded stiffly in acceptance of the apology.

"So…" Merida said after an awkward pause. "You didn't answer my other question. What am I- what are we- doing here?"

"Ah, now that is where it gets interesting," North said. "And you will get your answer."

"The actual full explanation?" Rapunzel asked.

"Yes," North replied.

"Well, it's about time."

North chuckled. "You might want to sit down."

Several yetis brought over chairs, but no one sat. "We're good, thanks," Hiccup said.

North shrugged. "Fine. But you may very well change your mind."

North began explaining the situation, but Jack, having heard it all before, began zoning out. He glanced over at Toothless, who was giving him a distrustful glare. He stared right back, refusing to back down. Toothless showed no signs of blinking, but Jack was determined not to break eye contact. He was going to win this staring contest even if it dried his eyes out.

Soon North's voice began fading into a monotonous drone in the background, which was strange, seeing as how North's voice was usually so expressive and commanding. In fact, everything besides Toothless's big green eyes faded into drab shades of gray, indistinct shapes, and faint murmurs of noise. He felt his limbs slacken and he began swaying slightly on his feet, getting a strange, dizzying sensation of floating. His mind was beginning to go fuzzy just as Hiccup's voice, as distant as if he was at the end of a long tunnel, broke through the haze.

"Oh, that's not a good idea…"

Toothless finally blinked, but Jack seemed to be incapable of feeling a sense of victory. He vaguely became aware of Hiccup snapping his fingers in front of his face, and he slowly registered the words he was saying.

"… and dragon's eyes are hypnotic if you stare into them for too long, you know. Found that out the hard way when Toothless and I had a staring contest over the last fish. I'm pretty sure it's a hunting mechanism, they use it to keep their prey from running or from trying to put up a fight. They don't usually use it on people, though… Cut it out, Toothless. "

Jack blinked repeatedly and shook his head, trying to clear his vision and disperse the fog in his mind. The rest of the room came into focus, and he realized that the others had just finished getting their explanation. Rapunzel looked shell-shocked, Merida looked alarmed, and Hiccup looked grim. The other Guardians gave them wary looks, as if half-expecting them to blow up in their faces.

"So… you're saying that Gothel is still alive?" Rapunzel asked. "How is that possible? I saw her age into dust right before my eyes!"

"No, you saw her fall, and you saw a pile of dust when she landed," Bunny corrected. "You just assumed she was dead. A lot can happen in the time it takes to fall, especially if she knew magic. Which she did."

Rapunzel relented and sat down heavily into her chair, just as North had predicted.

"And Mor'du?" Merida inquired. "He's still alive too? Even though he was crushed?"

"His soul is still very much alive," North explained. "And still vengeful."

"So you're saying," Hiccup said, "That this Pitch guy you were talking about is working with them- and with Alvin- to… to take over all the dimensions? And we're supposed to stop them?"

"That's exactly what we're saying," Tooth answered him.

"Why us?" Merida asked. "Why not actual warriors?"

"Because Man in Moon chose you," North said. "And whatever Manny says, we do."

"The … the _moon _chose us…?" Merida laughed. "You can't be serious!"

"In Corona, we believe that the sun brings prosperity and wealth to the land," Rapunzel said, "And that its magic can heal any condition. In fact, I _know _it's true. If the sun can do things like that… then why not the moon?"

Merida looked around with a half-smile on her face, clearly expecting someone to say, _Just kidding! _When she was met only with a somber silence and serious expressions on the Guardians' faces, the smile faded and she, too, sank back in her chair.

"This is so strange," she muttered.

"Why did the… er, the moon choose us?" Hiccup asked.

"Well, that's what we're all wondering, isn't it?" Bunny replied.

"I don't know why I'm here," Rapunzel said. "I don't fight. The only form of defense I've used is a frying pan, and I only ever used that a couple of times." The corners of her mouth twitched at these words. "I used to be able to heal, but I can't even do that anymore."

A moonbeam shone through a skylight onto Rapunzel's form, but she didn't notice. She stood up, beginning to pace back and forth agitatedly as she continued to speak.

"If I still had my long hair then I could help, but I don't, and it's not coming back."

Something began to shimmer into existence behind Rapunzel. When he saw what it was, Jack's eyes widened. "Rapunzel," he said.

"So really, we would all be better off if I went back home and left the fighting to someone more experienced."

The moonbeam intensified for a moment before fading away, its mission completed. "Rapunzel," Jack repeated, while the others only gaped.

She paid him no mind. "I would love to help, really I would. No one wants to be rid of Gothel more than me. But the fact remains that I can't do anything useful, so-"

"Rapunzel!" Jack said again, more forcefully this time.

"What?" she said, turning to him.

Jack motioned for her to turn around. She did so, and when she saw what was behind her she froze in surprise. Yards and yards of endless blonde hair streamed out behind her, covering the floor with the golden tresses.

"Oh," Rapunzel gasped, her eyes going impossibly huge. Her hands flew up to her head, where she felt the fair locks coming from her scalp instead of the short brown cut she had had only moments earlier. "Oh!" she said again.

She ran her fingers through her hair and slowly sat down again. "How... how is that possible?"

"Manny has done the impossible before," Tooth said in wonder.

There was a moment of silence. "Well…" Rapunzel said. "That changes things."

"Indeed," North agreed.

A yeti came over and tapped him on the shoulder, whispering something in his ear. North nodded.

"We will speak more tomorrow, when your training begins," he said. "Now you must rest. The others will show you to your rooms." Then he turned and left the room, following the yeti.

Bunny walked past Hiccup and motioned for him to follow. "C'mon, mate," he said.

Sandy went over to Merida and led her away, and Tooth flew over to Rapunzel and helped her gather up her endless hair in her arms.

"This is a bit of a hassle, isn't it?" she said. Then, without giving her a chance to answer, said, "Your dress looks ruined- we should get you something new to wear right away. I bet we can find something in your style. You know, you look good in purple…"

Her energetic voice faded away as she and Rapunzel exited the room, leaving Jack the only one left in the globe room. He glanced up through the skylight at the moon shining in the black sky outside.

"I hope you know what you're doing," he said quietly.

* * *

><p>Rapunzel sat silently on the four-poster bed, her gold hair reflecting the glow of the orbs of light that were contained in lanterns around the room. She fingered the fabric of her new outfit, a simple light purple sundress. Tooth told her that it was just for tonight, that she would get something more suitable for training tomorrow- but what Rapunzel really wanted was her old dress, the one that was stained with grass and fell too short and was wrinkled and worn from constant wear. She wanted the one she had made for herself years ago and that had become her favorite and that smelled like home.<p>

She looked out the window that took up most of the far wall, but there wasn't much to see. All there was outside was an endless bleak landscape of snow and ice and mountains; there was nothing green or alive. The sky was dark as midnight, illuminated only by the bright moon. Rapunzel had learned, after asking Tooth when the sun would rise, that the North Pole did not get any sunrises in the winter, only perpetual night. She had said that when spring came things would start to lighten, but Rapunzel had to wonder what sort of place this was that it didn't even get sunlight for a large part of the year. It was unimaginable.

Speaking of the sun…

Rapunzel looked down at her hair, once again running her fingers through the strands to confirm that it was really there. She wasn't sure how she felt about it; she was happy, she supposed, to be able to heal people again, but at the same time it represented a part of her life that she would have liked to have left behind. The part that she had thought was over, but was coming back around to torment her. The cutting of her hair had started a new chapter in her life, but being granted it back meant the beginning of yet another one.

Rapunzel cleared her throat and opened her mouth. She hesitated, but after a second took a breath and began to sing.

_Flower, gleam and glow_

_Let your power shine_

_Make the clock reverse_

_Bring back what once was mine_

_What once was mine…_

Starting at the roots, the familiar glow lit up her hair, brightening her face and casting light into even the shadowy corners of the room. She watched as it spread through her locks like a waterfall, only fading when her voice trailed away.

So it really was back then. In that case, it didn't matter whether she was happy about it or not. She was a part of this cross-dimensional madness now.

She sighed and began the long task of braiding her hair. It was only then that she noticed something different; the little short brown piece of hair was gone- but something else had replaced it. A streak of color different from the rest of the blonde went through the whole length, barely noticeable unless you looked closely. It was a silvery white, the color of moonlight.

At the sound of her door opening she looked up from inspecting the silver streak and glanced over her shoulder. A head of fiery red hair peeked around the doorframe, and Merida walked in.

"Hi," she said, closing the door gently behind her.

"Hello," Rapunzel replied warily, watching as Merida walked around to sit beside her on the bed.

"Want an apple?" the other girl asked, holding out the fruit.

"No, I'm alright," Rapunzel declined, beginning to braid her hair again.

Merida shrugged. "Suit yourself." She pulled out a small knife and began to cut the apple into slices.

"Do you… do you need something?" Rapunzel asked as inoffensively as she could.

"Me? No." Merida popped a piece of apple in her mouth, chewed it up, and swallowed before continuing. "But you do."

"I do?" Rapunzel said in surprise.

"Yes. You, lassie, need a friend."

Rapunzel involuntarily raised her eyebrows.

"And I don't mean those bickering boys out there," Merida continued. "I mean another girl to be around. To talk to. To trust."

"And it works both ways, I suppose?" Rapunzel asked.

"Well…" Merida said. "That _is_ sort of what I was thinking, actually…"

Rapunzel smiled. "I think that would be great, Merida."

Merida returned the smile, and then looked down at the blonde hair that covered the floor. "You, uh, you have some impressive hair there. Must be pretty hard to manage."

"You have no idea."

"Good luck with it. I've long since given up on mine." She flicked a piece of her red curls resignedly.

Rapunzel reached out and touched her hair gently. "It's not so bad. I bet I could tame it."

Merida sighed. "Yes, well, you'd be the first."

They laughed a little at that, and Rapunzel felt the weight on her shoulders lessen just a bit.

Maybe this wouldn't be so bad after all.

* * *

><p>Hiccup thought the North Pole was one of the most amazing places he had ever been in.<p>

While following Bunny to his room, he hadn't been able to stop himself from staring around at everything. There were things here he had never seen before, things that he didn't even know what they were. There had been nothing like this back in Berk. It had his fingers instinctively twitching towards his notebook, the inventor in him wanting to write everything down so he could recreate it all later.

Once, he walked past an empty room that seemed like it was some sort of unused workshop. It was quiet and dusty, but it had lots of space and lots of tools. Hiccup saw it as a good place to work on things, to replace his desk at home littered with drawings and ideas. Mentally he remembered the path to it, which was a bit of a challenge throughout all of the chaos of the North Pole.

Now he was laying on his back in the big bed in his room, trying and failing to fall asleep. The bed was much softer than he was used to- the Vikings viewed luxury as a bad thing, something that would make you lazy and weak. This bed was just _too _comfortable for Hiccup.

He wasn't even tired, even though it seemed like ages ago that he had gone with Toothless on that exploration flight, knowing nothing of other dimensions or giant rabbits or dark spirits that wanted to take over the multiverse. His inner clock must have been messed up, seeing as he had gone from midday in Berk to evening in DunBroch to what seemed like midnight here at the North Pole.

With a resigned sigh he sat up and got out of the bed. Maybe he would go check out that workroom now, and make some calibrations on Toothless's tail. He had nothing else to do, after all.

Toothless looked up from his spot on the ground, the charred remains of the cushioned bed he had been given laying in shreds around him- luxury wasn't his thing, either. He got up and followed Hiccup as he slipped out the door, even as the boy protested that he would be too noticeable. He was unable to stop him, however, and so just gave up. He couldn't blame Toothless for not wanting to be alone in this strange new place, after all.

Surprisingly, they were not noticed as they made their way through the Pole. The yetis all seemed to be too caught up in their work to pay any attention. Soon, they arrived at the workroom. Hiccup nudged the already ajar door open a little wider, but stopped when he saw there was already someone in the darkened room.

Jack was silhouetted against the window, his silvery hair glinting in the moonlight. He was somehow, impossibly, sitting perfectly balanced on top of the staff that he carried with him. He must have heard Hiccup arrive, for he turned his head slightly to see him standing there.

"Oh. It's you," he said.

Hiccup stepped into the room, lanterns around the walls lighting up with luminescent orbs as he passed through the open door. "Well, there's no need to sound so enthusiastic," he said. "What are you doing here?"

Jack shrugged. "People don't usually come in here."

Hiccup walked over to a workbench and set down the mechanisms of Toothless's tail on the table, the dragon himself curling up on the floor beside him to watch. "I can tell."

Jack jumped off his staff and meandered over to the worktable. "What are you doing?"

"Nothing you would care about."

Jack frowned. "I get the sense you don't like me very much."

Hiccup said nothing for a moment, beginning to go to work on the tail. "We have legends about you in Berk, you know."

Jack looked surprised. "You do?"

"Yeah. Jokul Frosti, the son of the wind god who was the son of a frost giant. The ice spirit who puts frost on the windows at night in the winter."

"But… I've never been to Berk. How… how could you have legends about me?"

"I don't know. Maybe stories have a way of spreading across dimensions. That's just what the legends say." He loosened a bolt, holding it up to inspect. "They also say you're a mischievous prankster, and not to make you angry because you freeze to death anyone who crosses you." He opened up the tail and smoothed out the red material. "You don't exactly come across as friendly, or trustworthy, either."

Jack stayed thoughtfully silent for a second. Then, "Your legends are wrong."

Hiccup looked up. "Oh really?"

"Yes. To start with, I'm not the son of any wind god. I'm friends with the wind, yeah, but no more than that. I put frost on windows and maybe I do like a good prank every now and then, but I don't kill people who make me mad and I _don't_ betray people's trust, even if they think I do. You can ask Bunny about that."

Hiccup said nothing.

"Look," Jack continued. "I know I was kind of being a jerk earlier, but I'm just as unprepared for this as you are. We're going to have to work together, and I don't want any bad blood between us because it might get people hurt." He held out his hand. "So… let's just start over. I'm Jack Frost."

Hiccup looked at his hand, and after a brief hesitation shook it. "Hiccup." He turned towards his dragon. "And this is Toothless."

Toothless looked up at the sound of his name, getting to his feet. Hiccup guided Jack's hand towards his snout, and though Jack obeyed he remained on edge. Giving Jack a wary look, Toothless reluctantly leaned into his hand. The two stood there tensely, but after a second or two they relaxed and Toothless closed his eyes.

Then they flew open again as Toothless jerked away with an indignant snort, frost spreading across his snout.

"Whoops," Jack said with a smirk. "Sorry."

Toothless rammed his head against him in payback, but it was a playful gesture.

Jack smiled. "Well, I've gotta go. Good luck with your… whatever that is." He motioned towards the parts of the tail strewn across the table and began walking out the door. "See you tomorrow." Then he was gone.

A sense of déjà vu swept through Hiccup as dread pooled within him, because tomorrow was the start of something that he was a natural failure at.

Training.

* * *

><p><strong>Ugh why does this seemed so rushed to me?!<strong>

**Okay, so I might be stretching ROTG's belief rules a little bit, but my logic is that Rapunzel can see Jack because she believes in magic, Merida can see him because she believes in her fate which Jack is a part of, and Hiccup can see him because he believes in Jokul Frosti, who is the actual Norse origin of Jack Frost in real life. Also, by extension, anyone who is part of or knows all about the MDA can see him and the other Guardians as well.**

**Okanee: What are you doing reading fanfiction in the middle of class? Haha I'm just kidding, glad you like it :D**

**PencilofAwesomeness: That about sums it up, yeah.**

**stuffandthangs: Don't stress out too much, I know what you meant :)**

**moviefanatic22: Merida's mom understands Yetish because when you're a queen you have to know these things, you know? Now that you mention it, I actually _have _read Seraphina, though it was a while ago. I thought I made the name Goredd up but i guess I just dredged it up from my subconcious or something. The rest of your questions will be answered in time,don't worry.**

**changeofheart505: You bet he was.**

**candycanelila: Thanks! And yeah, I know, her dress has been getting progressively worse with every dimension.**

**Guest: Glad you think so.**

**SomeRandomPerson: Yes, that's true, though i think she might want something a little better than a frying pan for a multi-dimensional war, don't you think?**

**Dee Dee: I'm glad you're glad!**

**I know you all are itching for some action, but trust me: _it's coming._**


	7. Training

**Oh, gosh. How long has it been? Two weeks? Three? I don't even know anymore. Sorry about that. Although to be fair, I did warn you that updates would be slow. This is the time of year when school starts up again and the fanfiction world undergoes a mass slowdown. Also, I have to admit that I had to pull myself out of the pit of obsession to write this chapter because, as some of you already know, I went and got myself addicted to the TV show Supernatural. But enough with the excuses. You did come here for the story, after all.**

* * *

><p><span>Chapter 6: Training<span>

_"No matter how long you train someone to be brave, you never know if they are or not until something real happens." _

-Veronica Roth, _Insurgent_

* * *

><p>A loud knocking noise on the wooden door woke Hiccup from his sleep quite suddenly. He groaned and made a motion to get up only to roll halfway off the bed, suspended upside-down and hopelessly entangled in the heavy blankets. The door cracked open to reveal a yeti standing there with a bundle of clothes.<p>

"Adasfega nwarfen," He said, not seeming surprised to see Hiccup in such a strange position. He threw the bundle down to the floor in front of him. "Olgolaw basefed hurmudu." With that he closed the door, leaving Hiccup to work his way out of the blankets.

Once he had, he opened the bundle to see the sort of clothes he was expected to wear. They looked quite a lot like his clothes from Berk, although admittedly more flexible and not nearly as scratchy. Leather pants, green shirt made from some sort of material that stretched to fit his body, and boots (well, boot) with a sole made from another material that he could not name but provided a lot of traction. The outfit was comfortable and easy to move around in, but Hiccup still didn't feel quite right in it. After a brief hesitation, he put on his vest, the scratchy brown one made from yak skin, which for some reason made the whole thing feel better to wear.

Toothless was still curled up, unmoving, by the side of Hiccup's bed. He was pretending to be asleep, but Hiccup knew he just didn't want to get up. He went over to him and nudged him with his foot.

"Come on, bud. Let's go."

Toothless ignored him, bringing his tail around to cover his face.

Hiccup sighed. "I don't want to do this anymore than you do, Toothless. Do you have to make things difficult?"

Toothless huffed once, as if to say, _Yes._

"Fine," Hiccup said. "Then I'll just leave you here. Have fun being stuck in this room all day."

He turned on his heel and headed towards the door without looking back. A few seconds later he heard the sound of Toothless' reluctant footsteps following him. He smiled slightly.

"That's what I thought," he muttered.

Hiccup pushed open the door and stepped outside, and the yeti who was still standing there began herding him away. After walking halfway around the whole circumference of the workshop, through six doors, down five hallways, and up one winding staircase, they arrived at their destination: an airy, circular room with a lofty ceiling and a big empty space right in the middle.

Rapunzel and Merida were already there, standing close to each other and talking quietly. Rapunzel's newly blonde hair was braided into a mere fraction of its original length down her back, while Merida's was pulled back into an incredibly bushy ponytail. The outfits they wore were much like his, although Rapunzel's shirt was purple and Merida's somewhere between blue and green.

Hiccup meandered over to them, feeling slightly awkward. He was usually quite good with new people, but he had never been in a situation like this.

"Hello," he greeted them.

"Morning," Merida said in return.

"Hi," said Rapunzel. She smiled, and brightened at the sight of Toothless behind him. "Oh, and hi!"

Toothless nudged her gently with his head in greeting.

"So…" Hiccup began. "What do you think we are going to do today? Go see some crazy new dimension? Fight some villain that is miraculously back from the dead?"

Rapunzel laughed lightly. "I hope not. I think I've been dragged through enough dimensions for the week."

"North did say training," Merida said. "I suppose they will be teaching us how to fight better."

"Try fight, period," Rapunzel said.

"Where is everyone, anyway?" Hiccup asked, looking around the room.

Just then, a door on the opposite side of the room opened and the Guardians came through, talking amongst themselves. Jack trailed behind, his staff thrown over his shoulder and a slightly bored expression on his face. He left the others to their conversation and joined Hiccup, Rapunzel, and Merida.

"Hey," he said.

"What are they talking about over there?" Merida inquired, watching the Guardians.

Jack sighed. "Oh, boring stuff. Logistics and time management and things like that. Tooth and Sandy have full-time jobs, you know, and Christmas is coming up soon. They're trying to figure out how they're going to do this whole training thing while keeping their own schedules on track."

The others nodded as if they understood, even though they didn't really. Hiccup didn't even know what Christmas was, but he figured that asking one question would just lead to about a thousand more.

"Didn't they make you wear these training outfits?" Rapunzel asked, and Hiccup realized that Jack was still in his brown pants, blue hoodie, and bare feet.

"They tried," Jack assured her with a grin. "It didn't end well. I would stay out of the south wing if I were you, by the way. It'll take a couple days to thaw out."

At this point North seemed to finish making a point and ended the conversation, turning to face Hiccup and the others. He clapped his huge hands together jovially.

"Good morning!" he said. "Sleep well?" Before any of them could answer, he continued. "Of course you did, Sandy saw to it. So now that we are all good and rested, let us get down to business." He pointed to the three Guardians beside him. "Sandy, Tooth, and Bunny will be helping with training. I must be off. Busy time of year, you know. They will help you improve your strengths if you have any and otherwise prepare you. Jack, that includes you."

"What?" Jack protested. "But North, I already know how to fight!"

"We are facing four different enemies with four different fighting styles," North said reasonably. "You must know how to defend against them all." He paused, and then added as an afterthought, "Actually, you four should probably talk about that. Brief each other on each enemy, you know." Another pause, and then he finished with, "I have to go now, but I will see you all later. Train well."

He turned and walked out of the room, and Bunny stepped forward to take his place.

"Alright, so first things first. What skills do you already have?" he asked them.

They hesitated, and then Merida spoke up. "Well, I am quite good at archery. And I'm not so bad at sword-fighting if I do say so myself."

"I never actually brought this up," Jack said, "But I've pretty much mastered parkour and three different types of martial arts."

Bunny looked surprised. "Really? Well, that's good. What about you, Hiccup? You're a Viking, right? So you're probably good with swords, axes, hammers, things like that."

Hiccup rubbed the back of his neck. "Well, uh, actually, personal combat isn't really my forte. Or anything on the ground, really. Aerial combat, though- that's our specialty." He gestured to Toothless.

Bunny nodded. "We can work with that. And Rapunzel?"

"Well…" she laughed, rather embarrassed. "Um… I can be pretty dangerous with a frying pan… if that helps?"

Sandy pointed to Rapunzel's hair and made a question mark appear in sand over his head.

A look of realization dawned on her face. "Oh, right! I can use my hair like a whip or a rope, you know to catch things- or people."

"Okay," said Bunny, "You all have something to start with. That's good. We don't have a lot of time to train you; a week or two at most. So we are going to get right into this." He pointed at Rapunzel. "You are going to be working with Sandy on improving your hair whip thing or whatever it is." He turned to Hiccup and Merida. "You two are going to practice sword-fighting with Tooth. And Jack, you'll be with me and we'll work on one-on-one. After an hour or so we'll switch, so we can get as much ground covered as possible. Get started."

They each went to their assigned stations, Hiccup following Tooth to one corner of the room where the yetis were setting out a table covered in all sorts of different types of swords and daggers.

"You've both had experience fighting with swords before, right?" Tooth asked, picking up a pair of long, curved swords with elaborate hilts from the table.

"Yes," Merida answered while Hiccup nodded. "And… you do too?"

Tooth laughed. "I don't look like it, do I? I mean, who would have ever guessed that the Tooth Fairy knew how to swordfight? But trust me," She tossed both swords in the air, and they each flipped three full times before she caught them again without error, sweeping them out in front of her. "I know how to use these things."

Hiccup laughed nervously. "We believe you."

Tooth pointed one of her swords towards the table. "First thing you need to do is find the sword that works with you the best. Pick them up, swing them around, try them on that dummy over there," she pointed to said dummy that was being brought out by another yeti, "And once you've got one we can go into techniques."

Hiccup looked at the expansive collection of swords, and hesitantly picked up a long, double-edged sword with a gilded hilt that was so heavy he almost immediately dropped it on his foot. After a few swings he knew it clearly wasn't working, so he moved on to a thin-bladed saber like the ones Tooth had, and though that one was much lighter it proved harder to control, and almost flew out of his hand when he moved it too fast.

He tried five swords after that, but none of them felt comfortable or maneuverable in his hand. Eventually, however, he decided on what was perhaps the simplest sword in the bunch. It was straight and double-edged like the first, but it was much smaller and shorter with the hilt wrapped in worn brown leather. Out of all the swords he had tried, this one worked the best for him.

Merida had also chosen a straight double-edge, but it was nearly twice as long as Hiccup's with a thicker blade and pure silver hilt, and so big that she had to hold it up with two hands, which Hiccup thought was a bit of a disadvantage. But whatever worked for her, he supposed.

Tooth set them right to work, starting with basic sword work that Hiccup had learned before and working up to more complex moves. They practiced using both the dummy and each other, sometimes going up against Tooth- though those matches never lasted long. It was not as bad as Hiccup had expected, surprisingly. Perhaps because this was more of an individualized training than he had ever had before, and Tooth was more focused on making him better, personally, than Gobber or any other trainer had ever been.

But, since he was Hiccup and it was an unspoken requirement that he always had to mess things up at some point, he did tend get sloppy. Apparently his guard was always up too high, he swung without enough control, and he let the sword control him instead of the other way around. Once, out of pure frustration, he swung so hard the sword flew out of his hand and nearly impaled a yeti standing nearby. It was then that Tooth decided that it was time for them to have a break.

Merida and Hiccup walked over to a station where yetis filled cups of water for them, and sat down on a bench and watched Rapunzel and Jack continue to train. Rapunzel had undone her hair and was using it like whips, Sandy instructing her with sand whips of his own. She held a frying pan in one hand, which Hiccup thought she had been joking about. Obviously not. Jack and Bunny were locked in an intense sparring match, staff against long wooden stave. Both refused to back down, and even from here Hiccup could hear them shouting insults at each other. He couldn't quite make out exactly what they were saying over the clashing of wood, but he did catch "fluffy", "frostbite", "cottontail," and "show pony".

Hiccup took a big gulp of water and wiped sweat out of his stinging eyes, Merida beside him doing the same.

"You know," she said to him, "I've never done anything like this before."

Hiccup laughed. "Really?"

"Oh, you know what I mean," Merida said, giving him a half-hearted shove. "I mean, I've trained before, but it was never nearly this… intense, I suppose."

"Yeah, me neither," Hiccup agreed. "But you're a natural at this stuff, anyway."

"You mean swordfighting? Ha, you should see me with a bow in my hands!"

"No doubt I would be dazzled by your brilliance," he said dryly.

Merida shoved him again.

Toothless, who throughout Hiccup's training had been alternating between sitting and watching and pacing impatiently, made a restless keening noise and looked at him imploringly. Hiccup sighed, knowing that look. He wanted to go flying, but as far as Hiccup could tell there was no room inside the North Pole to do so, nor was there any time.

"Sorry bud," he said. "We can't."

"Wow," Merida remarked as Toothless huffed resentfully and resumed his pacing. "You two really understand each other, don't you?"

"Yeah, I guess," Hiccup replied.

"It's actually not that hard."

Hiccup looked up as Rapunzel joined the conversation, grabbing a cup of cool water and plopping down beside him on the bench.

"I have a pet chameleon, Pascal, and we can basically talk to each other without him using words," she continued. "It just sort of comes with being so close to a pet he's more of a best friend than a pet."

Hiccup nodded. "Where is Pascal?"

Rapunzel looked a little saddened. "He's back in Corona. He usually comes with me everywhere, but everything just happened so fast…"

Merida looked understanding. "I have a horse named Angus. He and I have been through a lot together… it's a shame he couldn't come."

"You guys are getting so sentimental." Jack's voice came in as he joined them, taking a cup of water. "It's not like you're never going to see your pets again or anything."

"Do you have a pet, Jack?" Rapunzel asked.

"No… but I have a friend with a dog named Abby. Does that count?"

"Sure. Why not."

Merida leaned back and blew a piece of hair out of her face. "I don't think I've ever been so sweaty in my life," she commented.

"Yes, I know how you feel," agreed Rapunzel, dragging her forearm across her forehead.

"What I wouldn't give for a lake to jump in right now," Hiccup said wistfully.

Merida frowned at Jack. "How are _you _not sweating?" she demanded, and Hiccup realized that Jack was, indeed, looking like he hadn't even exercised at all. "You and Bunny looked about ready to kill each other!"

"Oh, that," Jack said dismissively. "That was just a little friendly competition. And I don't sweat."

"What do you mean you don't sweat? Everyone sweats!" Hiccup said.

Jack shrugged. "Not me. I just don't."

"Lucky," Rapunzel muttered.

Bunny's voice called out from the center of the room. "Alright, you four! Back to work! One more hour and then we'll switch."

Reluctantly, Hiccup got to his feet and picked up his sword again, walking with Merida back over to Tooth. Tooth wasted no time, jumping right back into training mode.

"So, Hiccup, I've been thinking about your fighting style and how you attack and defend, and I figured out why everything you do is always a little off." She took the sword out of his right hand, the one he had always used to fight with, and moved it to his left, holding up her own sword. "Try that."

Hiccup sighed but raised his blade anyway, preparing to be defeated embarrassingly quickly by the fairy once again. She made the first move, but Hiccup actually managed to block and counterattack in time. Somehow he just felt more balanced now, and he sparred with Tooth for nearly five minutes before she knocked the sword out of his hand again- a much better time than his previous thirty second record.

"I knew it!" Tooth exclaimed in delight, a smile breaking across her face. "Hiccup, you've been using your right hand all this time, but you fight _left-handed_!"

Hiccup looked down at the sword and shifted it back and forth from his left to his right, hefting it in his grasp, and he realized Tooth was right; it really did feel like it belonged in his left hand more than his right. And now that he thought about it… he wrote with his left, drew with his left, ate with his left- and yet he had always fought with his right. Probably because all the other kids had been right-handed, and he had just gotten into the habit over the years of just exactly copying whatever they did. He realized how stupid that was now.

"Well that would have been useful to know, oh, about my whole lifetime ago," he said.

"This is great!" Tooth was still smiling. "We can actually make some real progress now!'

They continued, and to Hiccup's great surprise he found he was actually good at swordfighting. Him, a talented swordsman! It was hard to believe, but after disarming Merida twice and even causing Tooth to slip up once, he was beginning to think it might be true.

A little while later, he and Merida were practicing slashing through an invisible enemy and using their momentum to carry them into their next move. Merida went strangely quiet, and after a few minutes spoke up.

"Tooth, these moves… they're meant to kill, aren't they?" Tooth hesitated, and she spoke again. "I… I've never killed anyone before."

Tooth lowered her sword from showing them a particular stance. "You won't be fighting people, for the most part," she said. "Mainly nightmares. These swords are forged with stardust, and they can dissolve a nightmare on contact. The nightmares can't withstand the power of the light in the stardust, so they just melt away like shadows in the sunlight. You're not killing at all, really… just purifying."

"But these other enemies," Merida said. "They _are _human. And so are their armies. What are we supposed to do when it comes to that?"

Tooth paused again, and the moment of silence was heavy. When she spoke again, her voice seemed overly cheery and her smile forced. "Well, tomorrow we'll work on knocking people out with the hilts and the flats of the blades. I'm sure that will help."

They went back to work, but Merida still looked unsettled. Hiccup could understand why; using the hilts and the flats could only get them so far. He had the horrible feeling that, eventually, he was going to have to hurt someone to save his own skin. Maybe… maybe even kill.

But that was what a warrior was, wasn't it? Someone who was willing to do whatever was necessary to protect the things they loved. His dad had killed before, Gobber had, and in fact almost all the older citizens of Berk had spilled blood at some point in their lives- and not just dragon blood, either. Vikings' lives were not easy, and rarely were they peaceful. His generation- Astrid, Snotlout, Fishlegs, Ruff, Tuff, every Viking child, really- knew that. It was why they trained, why they learned to fight. Why they were bred with a bloodthirsty streak (which Hiccup had somehow missed out on) and courage bordering on stupidity (which he somehow hadn't). But real, actual war against other tribes had always been a faraway thing, an unlikely possibility- after all, everyone was too worried about the dragon attacks to bother with other tribes.

Until recently, anyway.

Hiccup pulled his mind back into focus as Tooth finished up her lecture on how to correctly defend when temporarily disarmed. Then she dismissed them and they moved on to the other stations for about four more hours, taking occasional breaks for water and a slightly longer one for lunch. Neither Bunny's nor Sandy's lessons were quite as difficult as Tooth's, but all of them combined left Hiccup completely wiped out by the end of the day. Exhausted, he nearly had to drag himself back to his room where he was told to rest up before dinner. The first thing he did when he got back was collapse face-first onto his bed, ignoring Toothless' pleas that they go find somewhere to fly.

He didn't make it to the evening meal that first day of training, however. He was out before his head hit the pillow.

* * *

><p><strong>Hiccup, you seem to have stolen the main POV. Shame on you.<strong>

**This chapter would have been longer, but I had to cut it short so I could finish it tonight because if I didn't then it wouldn't be out until next weekend and then you guys would ****_really _****be mad at me.**

**That thing about Hiccup being left-handed is true by the way. He is in the books, and when I watched the movie again to check if that version of him was, I actually did notice that he wrote, drew, and ate with his left and yet in the scenes where he was holding an axe or a dagger or something he used his right.**

**Okanee: Don't tell Merida or Rapunzel I said this, but I agree with you. My two favorite sarcastic boys, haha.**

**LoveLiveLaugh Forever: Well, here you go.**

**SomeRandomPerson: That's actually not a bad idea at all.**

**Literature work: Yeah, the thesaurus and I are practically best friends.**

**Anime-Pony: You. Are. Amazing. for reviewing!**

**Guest: Pairings? Well, that's what we're all wondering, isn't it? To be honest, I can't decide... we'll just have to see.**

**candycanelila: Don't apologize, I love when people get giddy in reviews!**

**Wielder of Fate: 8 out of 10? Wow. I'm flattered :)**

**Dee Dee: Deep breaths, Dee Dee. Deep breaths.**

**Dot: I'm sorry! I'm sorry!**

**Rmoltpg2: Oh my gosh you're right! I totally did not even realize that, that's actually pretty cool (and completely unintentional).**


	8. Practice Makes Perfect

**Um... hi.**

**A month? Has it really been that long? Huh. Time does fly, doesn't it? In my defense, it has been a really busy month and I've had, like, next to no freetime, and homecoming week is ****_crazy, _****and none of you care about my excuses so why am I even bothering...**

**Right. I'll shut up. Enjoy the chapter.**

* * *

><p>Chapter 7: Practice Makes Perfect<p>

_"You can't hire someone to practice for you."_

- H. Jackson Brown, Jr.

* * *

><p>The second day of training was much like the first- though admittedly much more painful, as Hiccup's muscles were incredibly sore from the intensity of the previous day. On that day he focused more on weaponless combat and less on swordfighting, spending the majority of the day with Bunny, who acted like a drill sergeant and wasn't afraid to push him to his physical limits.<p>

The time he spent with Sandy was mainly about long-distance weaponry. It was during that time that he struggled to handle a bow and arrow and was completely outshone by Merida, who hit every single target dead center- no matter if it was stationary or moving, big or small, on the wall or the ceiling- all the while shooting him smug looks as if to say, _Told you so._

Tooth kept true to her word and taught him how to knock people out with his sword rather than kill them. She also threw a shield into the mix, teaching him how to use it and balance it while handling the sword at the same time. Her station had become the easiest to Hiccup; he was pleasantly surprised to find that it came rather naturally to him once he had switched the sword to his left hand.

Hiccup spent breaks and meals with Jack, Merida, and Rapunzel, talking about nothing and everything, joking around, and just getting to know each other better.

On the third day, they did away with the stations and all four of them were trained together. Hiccup learned to work in a group, with each person relying on the others to cover their backs and fighting as a unit. It took a lot of time, as it was hard to get everything going exactly the way it should- probably because the four of them had only known each other for about four days, and they simply didn't trust that quickly. But they definitely made progress.

On the fourth day, Toothless was so cranky and restless from not getting to fly at all that he was more than ready to bite the head off anyone who dared approach him. Then, when he almost did bite the head off an elf that was foolish enough to do just that, Hiccup managed to convince the Guardians that it went against a dragon's nature to remain grounded for so long and that if Toothless didn't get what he wanted he just might end up destroying the North Pole and burning it down to the ground.

Apparently North wasn't willing to risk it, so Hiccup was taken to the biggest, loftiest, emptiest room in the whole workshop and given an hour to do whatever he had to to keep Toothless from going on a rampage out of sheer frustration. It was a huge room, but there wasn't nearly as much space as the two of them were used to when it came to flying. Apparently it was too cold for them to fly outside, so they had to satisfy themselves with flying as fast as possible around the circumference of the room. Jack joined them, racing them and challenging them to do new aerial maneuvers that they had never tried before.

On the fifth day, they continued with group training, but added a new element. They were all taken to the flying room instead of the usual training room, and took into account the fact that in battles Jack and Hiccup would be spending just as much time in the air than on the ground, if not more. Hiccup and Toothless learned how to swoop in and pick up Merida and Rapunzel, either to save them from the midst of an overpowering fight or to take them somewhere faster than they could have gone on their own. Merida and Rapunzel, on the other hand, learned how to fight from an aerial vantage point.

On the sixth day, they put all the elements of training they had learned so far together, and Hiccup felt that they worked so well together it was if they had known each other their whole lives and had been training for months instead of a mere week. Hiccup hadn't thought it was humanly possible for them all to learn so fast, but he supposed the looming threat of an imminent attack and trainers who trained them for as many as 16 hours a day tended to speed up the process quite a bit.

And then, on the seventh day, Hiccup walked into the training room to find that, instead of being greeted by the usual setup and the Guardians getting ready for another day of grueling hard work, the only people in the room were Jack, Merida, Rapunzel, and himself.

"Where is everyone?" he asked.

"Apparently we've been given the day off," Merida said.

"Really?" Hiccup replied, hardly daring to believe it.

"Not really," Jack said, shooting him down. "The only reason is because the amount of kids having nightmares spiked last night, and the others feel like they should oversee their jobs personally until they can make sure Pitch isn't trying anything yet."

"And if he is?" Rapunzel asked.

Jack shrugged. "Then it's showtime for us."

"Already?" Hiccup asked, alarmed.

"Maybe," Jack said. "Which is why they want us to spend the day 'familiarizing each other with the enemy'. North's words. Basically we need to tell each other everything we can about the bad guys so that we know how to fight them."

"Well then we should probably sit down," Merida said grimly. "This could take awhile."

The four of them went over to a bench, and Merida remained standing while the other four sat.

"I'll go first," she said.

The others nodded in agreement, and she cleared her throat before she began.

"Mor'du used to be a prince of the kingdom- one of four. But he became brutal and power-hungry, and his attempt to overpower his brothers landed him as a bear and his kingdom divided and in ruins."

"How the heck did he end up as a bear?" Jack asked.

"Magic spell from a witch," Merida explained. "It didn't go as planned. But anyway, the last time I fought him his bear form was killed and his soul was released. I thought he might be at peace… but apparently the life as a will-o-the-wisp doesn't suit him."

"A what?" Rapunzel asked.

"A will-o-the-wisp. They're magical little blue creatures that lead you to your fate."

Her words sparked something in Hiccup's memory, and he pulled out his sketchbook, opening it to the drawing he had made in DunBroch. "Do they look like this?"

"Yes," Merida said, sounding surprised. "Did you see one?"

"Yeah, back when we came to pick you up. You don't think it was Mor'du, do you?"

She shrugged. "I don't know. There are countless wisps hiding in the woods of DunBroch. He could hide among them and we would never know."

"Hang on," Jack said. "If he _is_ one of those, then how could he fight? He's got no more substance than smoke!"

"I've never heard of it before… but maybe he can change his shape as a wisp. Maybe he can turn into a different form and back again. If that's true, though, then he would be extremely hard to track."

"We'll worry about that when we get to it," Hiccup said. "What are his strengths? How does he fight?"

"I've only ever fought him as a bear, but I've been told he usually fights with an axe. His human form is pretty big and brutal, so strength is definitely on his side."

"Anything else?" Rapunzel asked.

"Not that I can think of at the moment. I really don't know that much about him."

"Then I'll go," Rapunzel said, standing up. She waited until Merida sat down before she began.

"The first thing you should know about Gothel is that she's vain. She kidnapped me and kept me prisoner my whole life just so she could stay beautiful forever. She's also shrewd and sneaky, and you should never trust anything she says. I didn't know she knew magic, but it doesn't surprise me. She's the type who would cast a spell on you when your back is turned just because she can. She doesn't much care about anything unless it's for her own personal gain; she's not a team player."

"Then why would she be part of this enemy alliance?" Merida asked.

"Probably because she's planning on waiting until she has what she wants, and then stabbing her allies in the back. Gothel doesn't have any honor; she's about as trustworthy as a snake."

"And her fighting style?" Jack asked.

"Gothel prefers not to get her hands dirty; she usually tricks someone else into doing it for her. But if she has to, she does it quietly and before you even realize what's happened. She's more of an assassin than a soldier; sneak up, get the job done, and leave before anyone's the wiser." Rapunzel paused. "If you ask me, she's much more dangerous than pure strength and brute force."

The others nodded. "We'll keep that in mind," Hicccup said, standing up as Rapunzel took her seat again.

"So, Alvin the Treacherous, leader of the Outcasts. I guess the first thing to know about Alvin is that he's nothing if not determined. He wants to be able to train dragons, and he'll do whatever he has to to get it. He's attempted to kidnap me a couple times and even succeeded once, but he still hasn't been able to train any dragons. If he did, he would use them to attack and take over Berk . He's vicious, murderous, strong, and smarter than most Outcasts."

"How did he become an Outcast?" Rapunzel asked.

Hiccup paused. "Actually, I have no idea. It must have been something pretty bad, though… it takes a lot to get banished."

"Fighting style?" Merida prompted.

"He's huge and ruthless, and he's not someone you take a fight with lightly. He uses axes, swords, his bare hands, anything he can get his hands on, really. He's not afraid to kick you while you're down, so to speak. He'd be pretty hard to beat using pure force; you'd probably need to outsmart him."

"Good to know," Jack said, rising from his seat as Hiccup sat down again.

"Ok, so where should I start? Pitch Black, a.k.a. the Boogeyman. Not someone you would want to meet in a dark alley- although that would be a likely place to find him. Pitch likes to stick to the shadows- in closets, under beds, in dark corners, anywhere creepy. He can turn good dreams into nightmares, and he gets strength from fear, especially the fear of children. He can travel through shadows, so if you're fighting somewhere dark then he already has the upper hand."

"What's he like?" Hiccup asked. "You know, his personality."

"Personality? Well, first off he's manipulative and clever. He likes to mess with your mind, always knows just what to say to do it. He's bitter and solitary, and wants revenge on us Guardians- wants it badly. He's the personification of fear itself, and he knows your worst fears. He won't hesitate to use them against you, either."

"Wait, what?" Raunzel said. "How are we supposed to fight him if he has _that_ sort of ammo?"

Jack shrugged. "Just don't let him get to you."

"You make it sound so easy," Merida muttered.

"It's _not_ easy," Jack admitted. "Mostly because he tells you exactly what you don't want to hear, and he knows it will screw up your mind. My advice to you? Don't let him get you alone. The more vulnerable you are, the easier it is for him to toy with you."

"Does he have any weapons, aside from that?" Hiccup asked.

"He uses nightmare sand, so he can make any weapon he wants. Arrows, scythes, spears, whatever works best for him in the moment. Be prepared for anything. He usually sends his nightmares to do his dirty work for him, which are basically horses of nightmare sand."

Hiccup was surprised to hear that. All this time, whenever the Guardians spoke of nightmares as physical beings, he always imagined them to be like dark versions of Outcasts: big, brutal men made of shadows and darkness.

"We've been training as if we will be fighting human opponents," he said. "How are we supposed to fight against a _horse_?"

"He has a point," agreed Rapunzel.

Jack hesitated. "I don't know… you just do."

Merida snorted. "Well that's_ real_ helpful."

Jack looked as if he was trying to think of something to help them out. After a moment, his face lit up. "I have an idea. The best way to learn is through experience, right? So we'll go somewhere and fight some nightmares. I'm sure there will be plenty around."

"Are we allowed to do that?" Rapunzel asked.

Jack shrugged. "Probably not. But I don't see anyone around to stop us, do you?" He gestured around the empty room.

"Okay… but how do we get out of here?" Hiccup questioned. "I mean, it's pretty obvious that North has some tight security around here."

"True," Jack admitted. "No one gets in here unless he wants them in. Trust me, I've tried. But he's not nearly so focused on keeping things from getting out."

He leaned in closer, lowering his voice despite the fact they were the only ones around- probably for dramatic effect. "Here's the plan. We'll all go back to our rooms and make the yetis think that we're planning on staying there for the rest of the day. Then I'll come get you. I've done a lot of exploring around the Pole, so I know where there are secret passages. We'll use a snow globe to go out, fight some nightmares and give a few more kids a good night's sleep, and get back here before anyone's the wiser," he finished, looking satisfied with himself.

"Sounds like a plan," Merida said. "Let's do it."

Hiccup shrugged. "Why not? I've done crazier things."

"Sounds exciting!" Rapunzel said.

"Great," said Jack. "Let's go."

They meandered out of the training room, walking leisurely back to their rooms and talking just a bit overly loudly about how so very tired they were, and how they figured they might as well use the day off to get some extra sleep, and how they really wouldn't like to be disturbed today.

Hiccup thought they were rather obvious about it, but the yetis seemed to think they were being genuine. They nodded as they went by, speaking in their weird language and saying what was probably a promise to let them sleep and leave them alone. Or at least, that's what Hiccup hoped they were saying. You never knew when it came to yetis.

Eventually their little group parted ways, each going to their different rooms. Hiccup shut the door to his room and sat on his bed to wait while Toothless paced around in excitement.

"I bet you're happy, bud," he said to Toothless. "You're actually going to get some real action for once!"

Toothless rumbled in the back of his throat in agreement, and Hiccup smiled.

* * *

><p>The false wall slid open under Jack's touch, revealing the stone slide that waited behind it. Jack glanced behind him to make sure no one was watching, and then ducked into the passage. The wall shut behind him and he zoomed down the slide, which he knew would lead him to a hall that was adjacent to the wing of the Pole that was dedicated to guest rooms.<p>

When Jack had first discovered that the entire Pole was laced with secret passageways, he couldn't say he was surprised. It just seemed like something North would do. Every time he thought he knew the whole place top to bottom, he would find something completely new- like discovering an extra Christmas present under the tree just when it looked like all the gifts were opened. He suspected that not even the yetis knew all the Pole's secrets, and it was possible that not even North did. Most of the passageways seemed like they were never used.

It probably would have been a lot easier to smuggle the others out if he had taken a room in the same wing as them. When he had first become a Guardian, North had offered him a room in that wing, but he had declined since he found it too confining. He had instead found his ideal spot far on the other side of the Pole- the tallest tower in the southern wing. It was perfect- a room way up high with big glassless windows that let the snow and the wind in. It was isolated, sure, but to be honest sometimes Jack preferred to be alone, as crazy as that sounded. After all, how many times in the past had he wished for just the opposite? But old habits die hard, he supposed.

The slide came to a stop in front of a blank expanse of wall, but after feeling around for a moment Jack found the release latch and popped it open. He stepped out noiselessly and closed the door behind him with a click. At one end of the hallway a yeti lumbered in his direction, but he could not see Jack around the wheelbarrow full of toys he pushed in front of him. Jack stepped in front of the wheel barrow and kept out of the yeti's line of sight, walking backwards until the yeti reached the corner and turned, Jack slipping past unnoticed. He hurried down the hallway and flew up to the ceiling, opening a loose panel and entering. He followed the passage, knowing that it had entrances to every room in this wing.

Going on what he remembered, he took a guess at which panel led into one of the others' rooms. He opened it and poked his head in, hanging upside down from the ceiling. Rapunzel sat on her bed with her back to him, her long hair shining like gold in the lamplight and her frying pan tucked under her arm.

"Hi Rapunzel," he said.

Rapunzel uttered a little scream of surprise and jumped about a foot off the bed. She looked up wildly, seeming shocked to see him dangling from her ceiling. "Jack! You can't just burst in here like that! Some warning would be nice!"

He dropped from the ceiling and landed on his feet. "I told you I was coming."

"Not from the ceiling! And can't you knock first or something?"

"Why?"

"I could have been getting dressed or something!"

The tips of Jack's ears grew warm. "But you weren't."

"But I could have been!"

"Jeez, Rapunzel," Jack said, growing more embarrassed with each passing second. "I'm sorry, okay? I didn't really think about that. Can we just go?"

Rapunzel's cheeks were coloring, too. "Yes, yes… let's go."

Jack flew back up to the ceiling and reached down, taking her hand and helping her up. She crouched a little in the small space as she followed him to another spot several panels down and to the right. He knocked on the panel, giving Rapunzel a look.

"There. Happy?"

Before she could respond that yes, she was, actually, Merida's voice called from the room below.

"That better not be a huge rat."

Jack opened the panel and laughed. "Don't worry. Our personal hygiene isn't _that_ bad."

He reached down and helped her up, bracing his staff against the floor of the passage for support. She crouched next to him in the ever-smaller space, straightening her bow and quiver on her back.

"Isn't this cozy," she said.

Jack led them on, farther down the passageway and taking a few turns. Finally he stopped at another panel and knocked on it. "Hiccup?"

"I'm here," Hiccup answered.

Jack opened the panel and saw Hiccup staring up at him while strapping his sword to his belt. "C'mon."

Hiccup grabbed his hand and clambered up into the passageway. When he saw how small it was, he frowned. "Um, guys? Toothless isn't going to fit in here."

Jack glanced down through the open panel and saw Toothless standing below, staring up at them and looking abandoned. He gave the passageway an appraising look and sighed. "No, he's not."

He turned to Merida and Rapunzel. "Do you think you could navigate up here on your own?"

Their only response was to give him lost expressions.

He sighed again. "Alright, fine. In the next hallway over there's a room with a direct passage to North's office. That should be big enough for Toothless. We just have to get there unnoticed."

They dropped down into Hiccup's room and headed over to the door, which Jack cracked open and glanced down to either end of the hall. It was, for once, empty. He waved them forth and they slipped out, heading quickly and silently down to the end of the hall. Jack turned the corner first- and nearly got run over by a yeti coming in that direction. He made frantic motions to the others and they ducked into an empty bedroom as the yeti raised an eyebrow and began questioning Jack in Yetish.

"I was just going out for a walk," he said in explanation.

The yeti said something else, gesturing wildly. Jack couldn't understand what he was saying, but he'd been through this often enough. He rolled his eyes.

"Yeah, yeah, I know it's almost Christmas and you're somehow convinced that I could singlehandedly destroy the whole workshop with one prank and ruin the entire holiday. But c'mon, do you seriously think that I would intentionally sabotage you?"

The yeti looked at him doubtfully.

"Would it make you feel better if I just went outside and made it snow for a while?" he asked, half mockingly, half sincerely.

The yeti nodded and continued on his way, waving him off with a motion like, _You do that._

Jack shook his head and waited until the yeti was out of sight, and then motioned for the others to come out. They sped down the hall and Jack opened the passage with another hidden latch. They entered and the door closed behind them, the long, wide, passage lit by more of the magical orbs of light that floated around the Pole. He turned to the others.

"You make this _way _more stressful than it should be."

They laughed sheepishly as they followed him down the passage. After a moment Rapunzel piped up.

"Hey Jack? What did you mean back there when you said you were going to make it snow?"

He glanced back at her. "You're serious?"

She looked confused. "What?"

"Yes, I was wondering about that, too," Merida added.

He turned around fully and stared at them. "How is it that we're about to go into battle and we still do not know the most basic things about each other?"

They shrugged.

He resisted the urge to facepalm. "I said I was going to make it snow because I'm the Spirit of Winter and that's what I do. Make winter. All around the world. Didn't my name clue you into that? And the fact that I can, you know, fly?"

Merida was blushing a little in the dim light. "Well I knew you were… different. I just didn't know how, exactly."

"Well, now you do," he said.

Rapunzel looked to Hiccup. "Did you know about this?"

Hiccup nodded. "Yeah, pretty much."

Rapunzel began to blush too. "Well. Now I'm embarrassed."

"Let's just go," Jack said, turning back around to face the passage ahead. "We don't have forever, you know. North usually goes back to his office at the end of the day, so it won't be empty for long."

They continued down the passage and finally came to a dead end- or at least, that's what it looked like until Jack found the opening latch. The door swung open into North's office, empty but for the glistening ice prototypes and the toys that both lined the walls and puttered through the air. He walked over to a shelf that contained a whole row of snow globe portals and picked one up.

"Where are going to?" Hiccup asked.

"Well," Jack answered, shaking the snow globe while walking back towards them, "I was thinking maybe… London."

"Never heard of it," Merida said.

"No, you wouldn't have," Jack replied, throwing the globe down. It burst into an explosion of color and sound. Jack could see vague shapes of buildings, bridges, and the river through the turbulent surface. "But I think you'll like it."

He stepped through the portal, the others following close behind. After much disorienting spinning, he emerged on the other side and breathed in the cold London air. It was a dark night, cloudy and overcast- conveniently blocking out the moon. That combined with the fact that London was a huge city made Jack sure they would have no trouble finding nightmares to fight. It would have been a perfect night for that sort of thing.

That is, if the portal hadn't opened several hundred feet in midair.

* * *

><p><strong>I'm sorry you guys. I kept you waiting for so long and then this chapter is short and really rushed, I know. I promise I'll try and get the next one out faster and make it better. Especially since I guess that's a minor cliffie right there.<strong>

**Okanee: I'm glad. This is my first time ever slipping into Hiccup's mindset, so I'm happy to hear it turned out well.**

**FlyingJellyfish: Sorry hon. If you want slash, I guarantee you there is plenty of HiJack out there. You don't even have to look that hard to find it.**

**PencilofAwesomeness: They do now. And yep, their reactions to the technological wonders of London should be fun to write ;)**

**Guest: Wouldn't you be? Haha :)**

**KrazyCat: Magical? Aw, thanks! And I totally agree with you. They don't choose just ****_anyone _****to be a Guardian, you know.**

**Gurl: Yes, we're going to assume that all weapons used against nightmares are made from stardust.**

**KrazyCat (again): I'm not dead! You should probably only worry about that if I said absolutely nothing for at least three months. You know, I read a story once where the author didn't update for seven years. I'm pretty sure most of her followers thought she was dead, too.**


	9. Night on the Town

Chapter 8: Night on the Town

"_The moment you doubt whether you can fly, you cease for ever to be able to do it._"  
>― J.M. Barrie, <em>Peter Pan<em>

* * *

><p>Jack had not expected to step into open air, and so plummeted a short distance before he had the sense to call the wind to his side and stop his descent. He was used to being in the air; it was as much his element as the snow, and so the fact that the portal had opened in midair was more of a surprise than an inconvenience.<p>

It was not so for the others.

They fell like stones, screaming first in surprise and then in fear as they saw the lights of London far, far, below. Rapunzel plunged by him, and he dove after her.

"Hiccup!" he yelled. "Get on Toothless!"

"I'm trying!" was his panicked reply.

Jack chanced a quick glance behind to see Hiccup grabbing hold of one of Toothless's flailing wings, which were useless without his tail to balance him. His yells mingled with the dragon's roars as he clambered on to Toothless's back and desperately tried to right himself as they fell. Jack turned his focus back to Rapunzel, but he knew Hiccup had succeeded when Toothless flew past him with a whoosh, heading for Merida.

Jack urged the wind to push him just a little bit faster, and managed to grab hold of Rapunzel's hand. Her screaming suddenly halted as she jerked to a stop, dangling above the city. The wind, however, was not used to carrying anything heavier than a spirit, and so Jack's attempt did little more than slow her fall and start to drag him down with her. They were still falling, and they were falling too fast.

Jack didn't know if Hiccup had gotten to Merida, though guessing from the presence of her screams he had yet to catch her.

The city grew closer and closer as the wind struggled to support Jack and Rapunzel both. Jack did his best to stay airborne, but they were still too heavy. "Come _on_!" he yelled in frustration.

They were close enough to impact that the tops of the buildings were not far away and the people walking in the streets could be clearly distinguished. Jack's mind raced as he tried to think of something that would save the two of them from splattering on the pavement.

Maybe the wind couldn't hold them up, but he could still control it to the extent that it could change their direction. They would still be going down; they would just be going down at an angle. There were so many buildings that he doubted he could find them anywhere safe to land, but then the thought occurred to him that he could use the buildings- rebounding off of them just like he so often did just for fun. He jerked Rapunzel's arm to get her attention. She looked up at him, her eyes huge from terror.

"I'm going to fly us into a building!" he yelled to her.

"Are you insane!?" she screamed back.

"No! Yes! I don't know! Just listen! Use the wall to springboard off of, and land at a roll so that you don't break anything!"

"You _are_ insane!" she confirmed. "We're going too fast! The wall will break our legs!"

"I think I can slow us down enough that this might work!"

"_Might?_"

"Get ready!"

Jack put all his concentration into slowing their fall as much as he could while angling them towards a low building with an empty parking lot. Their speed slowed considerably, but the wall coming towards them was still a frightening sight.

"Now!" he yelled.

They crouched their knees as they hit the wall and used their momentum to spring off of it; the wind resistance combined with this caused them to slow down enough that they wouldn't be killed when they hit the ground.

Jack looked up in victory, only to see that they were heading straight toward a couple directly in their path.

"Oh, shoot-"

They zoomed right on through the couple and landed on the rough asphalt, rolling in opposite directions. Jack winced at the familiar wrench in his gut that resulted from being walked through, and as he came to a stop he looked up at the couple as they continued to walk. The girl shivered violently, pulling her coat closer around her.

"Are you alright?" her companion asked her.

"I'm fine," she assured him. "Just got a chill, is all…"

Jack turned his attention to Rapunzel, who had rolled just a few feet away. She was scrambling to her feet with a shocked expression on her face. She didn't look very hurt other than a few bad scrapes, but Jack asked anyway.

"You okay?"

"No!" she said vehemently. "No, I am very not okay! We just fell a few hundred feet and somehow survived, only I'm not sure we did because those people- they just- we just- _we went right through them!_" She looked down at herself. "Are we dead? We must be dead."

"No," Jack told her. "We're just invisible."

She stared at him.

"And intangible too, obviously," he added as an afterthought.

"How is that possible? Seriously, how is that even possible?"

"I wish I knew," Jack said, getting up. "Actually, I wonder why you're invisible too… It usually only happens to spirits."

Rapunzel paused. "Spirits… like, not of this world?"

"Sort of, yeah," Jack replied.

She looked thoughtful. "Well, I'm not from this world, am I? So, technically… does that make me a spirit, too?"

Jack thought about it. "I guess so, actually."

Rapunzel turned her attention to her scraped up arms, which had taken the brunt of the rough landing. She wiped some blood off of them as she said, "Well, let's go find Merida and Hiccup. And if they're nothing more than a grease spot on the ground, I'm blaming _you_." She tucked some hair that had come loose from her braid behind her ear, then spun around and dramatically started to walk away.

Jack scooped up his staff from the ground and began to follow. "Hey, wait up, Blondie!"

Rapunzel stopped, jolting as if he had physically shocked her. She turned and stared at him. "What did you just call me?"

"I- I called you Blondie," Jack replied hesitantly, confused by her reaction. "Is that offensive to you or something?"

Rapunzel's right hand wandered to her left, and without seeming to realize it she began anxiously rubbing her left-hand ring finger. "No… no, I just-"

Before she could go any further, a familiar Scottish voice cut her off. "There you are!"

Jack turned to see a very wet, very angry Merida stalking towards him, followed by an equally wet though not nearly as frightening Hiccup and Toothless. Merida came up to him and gave him a hard punch in the shoulder- which Jack figured he probably deserved.

"What was _that, _Frost? Your portal just threw us into the middle of the air with absolutely no warning! I almost _died_!"

"You seem perfectly alright to me," Jack muttered, resentfully rubbing his shoulder.

"What happened to you guys?" Rapunzel asked, coming closer. "Why are you all wet?"

"We fell in the river," Hiccup answered her. "Toothless caught Merida before she hit, but not soon enough- we couldn't avoid crash landing in the water."

"The _freezing cold_ water, I might add," Merida said with an involuntary shiver.

"And then we almost got run over by those… those _things_," Hiccup continued, pointing towards the road where Jack could see cars whizzing by. "What _are _they?"

"They're called cars," Jack patiently explained. He realized he probably should have known that modern technology would freak the others out. "They're like carriages, only without horses and much, much faster."

"Well, I don't like them," Merida stated. "Especially the yellow ones. They never stop."

"What is this place, Jack?" Hiccup asked with a wide-eyed gaze. "With the- the _cars _and the metal things in the sky… And it's so _bright_, and so _loud_…" He winced as a chorus of car horns assaulted their ears at that moment, accentuating his point.

"Aye, it's worse than one of my dad's family reunions after they've broken into the wine," Merida agreed.

Jack inwardly sighed. In hindsight, this probably had not been a good idea. Why hadn't he taken them somewhere nice and rural, the middle of Kansas, maybe? "Welcome to the modern world," he said.

"The modern world…" Rapunzel repeated softly. "How very strange."

Merida snapped her attention back on Jack. "Care to explain _why_ I just took an unexpected freefall, Jack?"

Jack pulled out the snow globe from his pocket, where it had magically returned once the portal had closed. He rolled it around gently, watching the snowflakes inside whirl about as if caught in a gust of wind. "My best guess? I wasn't specific enough."

"What does that mean?"

"It means that North usually uses these for his Christmas deliveries in his sleigh, so if you ask for a general location like a city or a country, it will just drop you in the sky above that place as a default because that's where the sleigh flies. But if you ask for somewhere specific, like, say, the top of that building…"

Jack jerked his chin towards said building before throwing the globe on the ground where it transformed into a portal. He stepped through, and emerged on the roof that he had been looking at just moments before, gazing down at the others.

"It will take you exactly where you want to be," he continued. "See? Come on up!"

They each gave the portal a distrustful look, but reluctantly walked into it, appearing one by one at his side. The portal closed, and Merida nodded. "Okay. Then from now on- _be more specific_."

Jack rolled his eyes. "Yes, of course, _princess_."

"Don't call me that," Merida said, looking affronted.

"You are a princess, aren't you?"

"Well, yes, but the way you said it makes it sound like an insult!"

"Oh, I'm sorry. Would you prefer Your Highness, maybe?"

"Will you just-"

"I really hate to interrupt," Hiccup said sarcastically, "But the rest of us are freezing our butts off here, and I thought we were supposed to be hunting down some nightmares?"

"Maybe we should just go back to the North Pole," Rapunzel suggested miserably.

Jack sighed. "Yeah… maybe you're right. We should just go back."

Just as he was reaching for the globe again, however, Merida's eyes widened with a gasp as she looked past him. "Is that…?"

He spun around and saw what she was gaping at. On a roof just across the street, a horse as black as night with a mane that blew like a tattered flag in the wind watched them with glowing yellow eyes. It snorted hostilely when Jack made eye contact with it, and he smiled grimly.

"A nightmare? Yeah, it is."

He glanced back at the others, who were staring with wide eyes at the creature. "Well, come on," he urged. "It's what we came for, isn't it?"

He launched off the building towards the nightmare, not even bothering to look back as he heard the others yell at him to wait. The nightmare gave him one last stare before turning and galloping into the air, almost as if it was daring him to follow. It wove in between the buildings and Jack sped up, adrenaline seeping into his veins. It had been a while since he had battled any nightmares, and though he was glad for the peace he couldn't deny the rush it gave him.

The nightmare made a sharp turn behind a building, and when Jack rounded the corner he was surprised to see that the dark horse had disappeared. He paused, brought up short, and raised his staff a bit as he looked around. The sound of a short huff of breath caused him to whirl around, and he saw the creature watching him again from a nearby roof. He took aim with his staff, but just as he was about to strike the sound of a whinny directed his attention to his other side, where a second nightmare glared at him viciously. A third neigh alerted him to the presence of yet another one, in a position so that the three nightmares surrounded him.

He swallowed and slowly spun in a circle, trying to keep his eye on all three at once. This wasn't good. One he could take, two with some skill, but three? That might be pushing it, especially since they seemed intelligent enough to form an organized attack. The mares pawed the ground, obviously getting ready to charge. When they did, Jack shot a direct bolt of ice directly at the lead horse, one that by all means should have frozen it immediately. To his immense surprise, however, it did little more than cause it to stumble and make it angrier. It came at him slower than it did before, but it was still coming- and it wasn't the only one.

Seeing no other choice, Jack tried to flee, but one of the others blocked his path, rearing up and forcing him to back up. The third one tackled him and sent him flying onto a roof, and the first took lead attack once again while the others blocked his escape route. He continued to shoot his icy magic at it, but it either dodged each hit or took it with a stumble, ceaselessly advancing. It closed in on him, knocking him to the ground and holding him there with its powerful legs. It reared up with a fearsome whinny, ready to bash his head in with its front hooves.

Just then, a golden rope looped around the nightmare's neck like a lasso and pulled it away. Jack quickly scrambled backwards and saw that it wasn't a rope at all, but rather long, blonde hair. Rapunzel yanked the nightmare back with all her might as Merida shot it in the eye with an arrow. Finally succumbing to the cumulative attacks, the nightmare crumbled back into sand. The other two nightmares rushed in to avenge their fallen leader, but Hiccup whirled into the fray, slashing them down with his sword while Toothless wrestled them to the ground. Merida and Rapunzel helped, shooting arrows and whacking the nightmares with the frying pan. Within moments, both the remaining mares had been reduced to black sand once again.

A sudden silence fell over the rooftop, and Merida walked over to Jack with a hand extended. "Are you alright?" she asked him.

Jack took her hand and pulled himself up. "Yeah, I'm fine. Thanks."

"Don't mention it," Rapunzel said, wiping a few grains of sand off her frying pan.

"But you can't do that, Jack," Hiccup said, sheathing his sword. "Just running off without us. We're a team, and you're part of it. I know you think you know more about all this than we do, but you have to trust us."

Hiccup's gaze held him in place, and after a moment Jack nodded. "You're right. I'm sorry." He walked over to the remains of the nightmares, which were rapidly melting back into shadow. "But… they're not supposed to be that strong…" he muttered.

"That's probably why the Guardians didn't want us coming out here," Merida said.

Jack vaguely remembered that North _had _mentioned something about the nightmares being harder to defeat… but North said a lot of things, and Jack wasn't a particularly avid listener; he had long forgotten that piece of information. He was paying for that now.

The clock tower not far away began chiming deep, tolling tones, clearly heard over the sounds of traffic and the people in the streets. The others all jumped, looking around wildly for the source.

"Where is that coming from?" Rapunzel inquired.

Jack pointed to the famous tower. "It's called… _a clock tower. _Specifically, Big Ben."

They gazed at the tower in amazement, and Jack stifled a laugh. It amused him to see them so astonished at everyday things. He knew that if he so much as placed a cell phone in front of them, they would probably declare it to be some sort of magic of the gods.

The bell continued to toll, ringing twelve times: it was midnight. Jack looked back down as the last of the nightmares disappeared, before drawing the others' attention away from the bell tower. "Let's get back. It won't be long before someone figures out that we're missing."

They nodded. "And before we freeze to death," Hiccup added, still sopping wet from his unexpected swim in the Thames.

Jack threw the snow globe down, and soon they were stepping through the portal. Jack thought of North's office at the Pole, and when he stepped out of the portal he found himself standing in the familiar room. He breathed a sigh of relief to find the office empty; at least they had had some luck tonight.

However, just as he was placing the snow globe back on the shelf, the door to the office opened and North walked in, merrily whistling "Jingle Bells". He stopped short when he saw them standing there guiltily, covered in blood, black sand, hoof-shaped bruises, and, in Merida, Hiccup, and Toothless' case, freezing cold water. There was a moment of silence.

"What happened," North said flatly.

Jack laughed sheepishly. "Well, actually, it's kind of a funny story…"

* * *

><p>North sat on one side of his desk while Jack, Merida, Hiccup, and Rapunzel stood on the other. He rubbed his temples, then pressed his hands together and rested his forehead against them, pushing his thumbs tiredly into his closed eyes.<p>

"This is what happens when I leave you alone for one day," he muttered. He looked up, and they shifted uncomfortably under his accusing gaze. "There is a reason you are not supposed to leave the Pole."

They nodded, not meeting his eyes.

"Your job was to stay here and train, so you would be ready for the future battles. Only when you were ready were you to go out and get some experience. You disobeyed."

Their feet seemed to become very interesting to them all of a sudden.

North sighed. "And it is good thing that you did."

They looked up sharply, thinking they had misheard him.

North smiled slightly. "It is good because from what you have told me, you know how to work as a team- mostly. And also because now you know what you are dealing with before you head out."

Hiccup's brow furrowed. "Head out... now?"

"Well, not now, exactly," North admitted. "But soon. Our enemies have begun making the first moves."

They exchanged alarmed glances, wondering what that meant.

North paused. "You are tired, dirty, and wet. We will discuss it tomorrow; go get cleaned up, and get some rest. You will most definitely need it."

They nodded and rushed out of the room. As soon as they were out of earshot, they erupted into talking.

"The first moves? What are they doing, exactly?"

"Things seemed pretty normal in London tonight…"

"It must be in one of the other dimensions."

"But which one? Corona? Berk? DunBroch?"

"Are we ready for this, you guys?"

There was a pause as they all contemplated that question. Then,

"I guess we'll find out."

They all nodded grimly as they parted ways to each of their rooms, each one wondering what tomorrow would bring.

* * *

><p><strong>Alright, so after much thinking and agonizing and indecision on the subject of pairings, I have at last come to a sort of halfway decision. I'm not 100% sure if I'm going to evolve anything to a full-status relationship (yeah, I know, I should have these things planned out <strong>**_before _****I start writing a story, but romance was never going to be anything more than a sub-plot, anyway) but I am going to set up a subtle base for such relationships to be built on should I choose to do so. So, until I decide whether or not to take the huge step of breaking off the canon pairings, there will be slight hints of Jackunzel and Merricup. If I do pair them up that's how it will be.**

**Guest: See above.**

**candycanelila: Thanks! Personally I think that comic relief is a must in all stories that have a serious and potentially depressing plot. Keeps things light, you know.**

**PencilofAwesomeness: Is it weird that I imagined you saying "Yes, yes!" in some sort of mad scientist voice? lol :)**

**SomeRandomPerson: That has got to be the longest string of hyphenated words I have ever seen. ;)**

**Don't forget to review!**


	10. And So It Begins

Chapter 9: And So It Begins

_"You take people, you put them on a journey, you give them peril, you find out who they really are." _  
>― Joss Whedon<p>

* * *

><p>Breakfast the next morning was surprisingly quiet. Rapunzel idly pushed a stray blueberry around her plate, ignoring for the most part the pancakes that remained un-eaten. Across from her, Jack did much the same with the last pieces of his cereal. Merida had begun carving designs into the oak table with her knife, and Hiccup had given up on staying still and was pacing in circles around the table while Toothless's eyes tracked him steadily. No one said much; Rapunzel knew they were all waiting anxiously for the Guardians to show up and elaborate on North's cryptic words last night.<p>

"Hiccup, sit down," Merida finally said, breaking the silence. "You're making me dizzy."

"I can't sit still," Hiccup said, continuing his endless circle. "I didn't sleep at all last night, not with something like that hanging over my head."

"Neither did I," Merida said, while Rapunzel silently agreed, "But you should at least eat something."

"I'm not hungry," he replied.

There were a few minutes of silence. Then, Rapunzel asked, "Where is North, anyway? Shouldn't he be here by now?"

"It's the first day of December," Jack answered almost absentmindedly. "Twenty-five days until Christmas; the final countdown. His stress levels will be skyrocketing right about now, along with his OCD. He's probably down in the workshop, making sure everything is on track."

"But he'll be here soon, right? With the other Guardians?"

Jack nodded.

Silence again. Then, the distinct sound of North's voice could be heard from down the hallway, gradually growing louder as he came closer.

"No, no, I said _red_ and green, not _purple _and green! How do you even get purple out of red? They sound nothing alike! Redo them all." There was the sound of a distressed yeti's reply, and then North continued, "I don't care if it is going to take you five hours! This is Christmas, not Mardi Gras!"

By this time North's voice had come to just behind the door. It opened as Rapunzel watched, revealing North talking to a paint-stained yeti. "Fine. Then get George and Alan to help you. But if we fall behind on production in the electronic toy department, I'm telling them _you_ were the one with hearing problems!"

The yeti sighed and nodded, rushing off to do his job. North turned around and closed the door to the dining room, rubbing his temple with one hand and holding a very long scroll of names in the other.

"I very much need some Tchaikovsky right now," he muttered to himself, looking down at the scroll and checking some names. "Preferably the Nutcracker Suite. Or perhaps Symphony Number 4, Movement 4, yes."

"North," Merida said, half rising from her seat. "You're here, finally!"

"Yes, yes I am," was his distracted reply, not looking up from the scroll. He frowned. "Naughty? I could have sworn she was on the nice list." He made a few scribbles on the paper. "Well, I suppose that's what double-checking is for…"

He rolled up the scroll and tucked it in his coat pocket, finally looking up and giving his attention to the four of them. "Right. What were we discussing?"

"What you were talking about last night," Hiccup prompted.

"Of course. The fire the elves accidentally started in the kitchens that destroyed three of the ovens before it was put out."

Jack laughed a little. "Another crisis involving the elves? Must be Tuesday."

The tired lines under North's eyes seemed to deepen. "I do not know why I keep them around," he muttered.

Rapunzel gave them both a funny look. "No, North, he meant what you told us about our enemies beginning to act up. You said you would tell us about it today."

North's eyes brightened. "Oh! Right. Forgive me, I have been very preoccupied lately." He pulled up a chair and sat down heavily with a yawn. "The other Guardians won't be here today. They have their duties to attend to, especially Sandy. After last night I'm sure you can understand why."

Rapunzel and the others nodded, waiting patiently for him to get to the point.

"So. I will get right down to it then. Rapunzel, you remember that ball that ended so disastrously?"

"Yes," was her simple reply. How could she forget? Douglas' scream, the knife in his back, the dark hooded figure slinking through the crowd, the last time she had seen Eugene amid all the chaos- it was all burned into her memory.

"Well, the assassination of King Douglas did not go over very well with the people, as I am sure you have guessed. Your parents have informed me that they were not able to catch the assassin, though they suspect it was Gothel."

Rapunzel nodded slowly. It made sense. It was exactly Gothel's style.

"But they cannot prove anything, and now that Douglas' oldest son has taken over the throne of Sceadu he accuses your parents of planning it. It does not help that the last war between the kingdoms was not very long ago and the wounds have not yet healed, and people are scared. They are scared of this unknown killer, they are scared of impending war- and scared is the last thing we want them to be, and the only thing Pitch wants them to be."

"So what can we do?" Rapunzel asked after taking in this information.

"You can go back to Corona and calm things down. The people are wondering what has happened to their beloved princess, and though your parents have told the kingdom you were sent away for your own protection many are suspicious and unconvinced. It would do them a lot of good to see your face and hear your voice. It would be a way to counter the fear, you understand."

"I understand," she repeated.

"Much the same is happening in Berk," North said, turning to Hiccup. "Your father has used the excuse that you are on an expedition to explore farther out than you usually do, though the village has become a little uneasy that this has happened so immediately after Rapunzel mysteriously appeared. Your friends managed to find out the truth, however. Stoick has told me they were very, uh, _persistent_."

Hiccup smiled. "That sounds like them. Can't keep their noses out of anything," he said affectionately.

"Yes, well, now that they know of the MDA they insist on helping. And they also demand on hearing from you personally. So while Rapunzel goes to Corona to keep the peace, you will do the same in Berk."

Hiccup nodded, looking happy that he would be able to see his home again.

"And as for you two," North continued, pointing to Jack and Merida, "You will go with them as backup. Jack, you go with Rapunzel. Merida, you go with Hiccup."

The two nodded to show their agreement.

"Because we have no way of predicting what will happen next, I suggest you go prepared for potential battle. It is better to be safe than it is to be sorry."

They murmured assent, and North rose from his seat. "Be ready in an hour, and meet me in my office." With that he turned and exited the room, taking out his list and resuming checking names.

"Well," Merida said after a moment. "This is rather sudden."

"We'd better go get ready," Hiccup said, heading towards the door.

Rapunzel got up and followed him out, quickly returning to her room. Feelings of joy and apprehension conflicted within her as she went. She was going to Corona, she was going back home! She was going to Mom and Father and Pascal and Eugene! She was going back to the palace by the sea and the children in the street and the flowers in the garden and the village musicians that always played such beautiful music! She was going back to the sunlight, away from the North Pole where it was always midnight! Not that the North Pole wasn't the most amazing place she had ever been in, but she grew weary of looking out the window every day to see only the darkness, the cold, white moon such a poor substitute for the warm brilliance of the sun.

And yet, who knew what sort of state her dear kingdom was in now? There was never much fear in Corona; it was the sort of place where everything she saw put a smile on her face. It was a happy place. There was always a dance happening in the square or a wedding going on in the chapel or a party commencing in the bar. But if the things North said were true, then she imagined there would be no dances or weddings or parties when she returned.

Rapunzel arrived at her room and looked around, wondering what she should bring. She'd take her frying pan, of course, and perhaps the dagger that she had been learning to use. She would have to re-braid her hair, since it was currently trailing out behind her- it had tripped up several yetis on her way here- and she would have to change into something more battle-suitable, in case it should come to that. But other than that… well, she was surprised how little she had here. She had brought nothing with her, other than the tattered dress that had barely stayed on her back. All she had were the necessary things she had been given- not comforts, but rather instruments of war. All the more reason she was happy to be returning to the comforts of home, however temporarily.

She put on her gear, which was basically her everyday training outfit with a few things added. The extra armor was made from tough and impenetrable but reasonably flexible leather: a bodice, shoulder coverings, straps that wound all the way down her arms, and coverings on her legs- braces, she thought they were called. None of it was too terribly gaudy or showy and she felt well protected, but she felt an awful lot heavier now. But so long as she could move freely and not get killed from a single strike, she was happy.

Rapunzel tucked the handle of her frying pan through a strap on her belt that was made specifically for that purpose and sat on her bed, braiding her hair again. This took the majority of the hour, and as soon as she was finished she left the room- which was now virtually empty of any sign that she had ever been there, other than the clothes she had changed out of- and went to North's office. The door was open, and Rapunzel saw she was the last to arrive. Everyone else was wearing armor much like hers- even Jack, who before had so adamantly refused to wear anything other than his blue hoodie and thin pants, had seen sense and was covered in leather protection. Though still no shoes, she noticed.

When North saw her enter, he turned to the shelf that held the snow globe portals and took two. He handed one to Hiccup, and one to her.

"Use these to travel there, and come back when you see fit. Just make sure you don't lose them; they only return to your pocket after they have been activated." He stepped back. "It should not take you long to do what you must, so you should be back here before too long. Should anything unexpected happen, return as soon as you can. I will see you then."

Jack moved next to Rapunzel as she shook the globe, picturing the entrance bridge to Corona clearly in her mind. A little replica of the island kingdom appeared inside the globe, and she threw it down on the ground where the portal burst to life. A salt-scented breeze came from within the portal, and with a smile she stepped forward.

Rapunzel was beginning to get used to the dizzying sensation of going through a portal. She didn't feel quite as nauseous as she had the first time, and if she closed her eyes to the vertigo-inducing colors that swirled past her in the span of a second she could almost pretend she was merely having a dizzy spell. When she opened them, she found herself standing alone on the bridge to Corona, her kingdom a welcoming sight before her. After a moment Jack came through and the hole in the fabric of the universe closed, and Rapunzel felt the weight of the snow globe settle into her pocket.

Rapunzel lifted her chin into the autumn breeze that was coming off the sea and breathed it in with a smile. She looked down at the cobbled stones of the bridge beneath her boots, and was overcome with a desire to feel the ground of Corona beneath her feet again. She bent down and unlaced her boots, kicking them aside. She looked up at Jack, who was watching her with his eyebrows raised and a half smile on his face.

"Don't judge me," she said.

"That would be awful hypocritical of me," he answered, wiggling his own bare toes.

Rapunzel laughed and started running across the bridge with her arms spread wide. "I'm hoooome!" she sang.

Jack laughed too, following her. She glanced back, seeing him look around at the new world that he had never seen before. She smiled. "I have so much to show you!" she exclaimed, taking hold of his arm. "The square and the beach and _oh, _the royal gardens! And you can meet Pascal! And, and Eugene!"

Jack chuckled again. "Right, yeah, definitely. But let's do what we came here to do first, Rapunzel."

"Right. Priorities. Yes."

She calmed herself and slowed to a walk as they entered the city gates. As soon as she did, as soon as she began to walk among the people, she noticed something… different. Something wrong. No one recognized her; she knew no one would expect to see her with her long, blonde hair and certainly not with these clothes on, but she knew that if they got a good look on her face they would recognize her. But the problem was, no one _was _looking at her, not really. Everyone walked with their heads down, and they moved quickly from place to place, doing what they needed and nothing more. There were no children playing in the streets, and there were more soldiers on patrol than usual. There was no idle chatter between the people, and even the street vendors were hesitant to raise their voices and disrupt the unnatural hush over it all.

"Do you feel it?" Jack asked quietly; even he instinctively kept his voice low. "The fear?"

Rapunzel nodded. She did feel it; it was like a weight pressing on her shoulders, or a chill shivering up her spine. She saw it in the guarded looks the people wore on their faces, she heard it in their quiet tones, and she almost imagined she could taste it in the air.

The two of them continued walking, the happy feeling that had filled her on her arrival melting away instantly. Up the winding path to the castle they went, and when they reached the main square Rapunzel noticed a slowly growing group of people surrounding one man. She did not recognize him, but he was young and handsome, and he was giving a speech in the sort of charismatic voice that everyone listened to. She and Jack wandered a bit closer to hear what he was saying, sticking to the outskirts of the observers.

"How can we trust them?" the man was saying loudly. "How can we let them rule us when they do not tell us the truth?" He pointed towards the castle. "They bicker and they fight and they bring war upon us, and then they try to cover everything up! They try to pretend as if nothing has happened, when the armies of Sceadu could be on their way to slaughter us all right now!" The crowd murmured angrily in agreement, the noise traveling like a ripple in a pond. "Where is our king? Where is our queen? They are locked away up in their impenetrable castle, hoping that if they plug their ears and shut their eyes their problems will go away! And where is our princess? Where is she in our time of need? Has she become lost once again?"

Rapunzel turned away, having heard enough. The words stung her. Her kingdom, her people felt as if they had been abandoned. They felt like they were on their own. Was that why they were afraid? Because they were angry?

Jack took her arm. "C'mon," he said. "Let's go."

They finally reached the castle gates, and upon recognizing her the guards let them through. Their eyes were wide at the sight of her, but she did not attempt to explain. Once they entered the main hall, a guard rushed off to inform her parents that she was there, leaving Jack and Rapunzel alone. Jack looked around at the rich surroundings, impressed.

"You've got a nice place," he commented.

"Yes, I suppose so," she said.

The sound of hasty footsteps was heard from one of the adjacent corridors, and as Rapunzel watched Eugene rounded the corner.

"Rapunzel!" he exclaimed, his face lighting up with a grin

"Eugene!" she cried, running to him. He caught her up in a hug and kissed her through her smile. Then he ran his fingers through her long, blonde locks. "Your hair…" he said in amazement. "How…?"

"You wouldn't believe me if I told you," she laughed.

He smiled. "And your clothes! You're like some sort of deadly warrior princess! I like it." Rapunzel giggled.

"Your parents told me everything," Eugene continued, "But they wouldn't let me go to where you were. God, I've missed you."

"I missed you too," Rapunzel said, pressing her lips to his. Then, in the middle of the kiss-

"Ahem."

They broke apart and Rapunzel looked behind her to see Jack still standing there awkwardly.

"Oh," Eugene said, letting go of Rapunzel. "Hello."

"Eugene," Rapunzel said, her face growing a bit warm. "This is Jack. Jack, Eugene."

"Hi."

"He's, uh, he's my fighting partner. And a _friend_."

She looked pointedly at Eugene as she said that last part, for he was looking at Jack with a rather territorial look. "Yes, I've been told," he said.

She felt like the temperature in the room had dropped a few degrees, but she couldn't tell if it was because of Jack's powers or Eugene's hostility.

She was mercifully saved from the now painfully uncomfortable situation when the guard returned with her parents, both of them hugging her and kissing her and exclaiming about her new look. They quickly explained to her how she was going to speak to the people from the main balcony in an hour or so, and whisked her away to get ready. She glanced behind her as she was led away, hoping that Jack and Eugene wouldn't get into a fist fight while she was gone.

* * *

><p>It was just Jack, Eugene, and a lonely guard who paid no attention to either of them in the main hall after Rapunzel left. Though Jack was looking anywhere but at Eugene, he could feel the other man's scrutinizing glare. It seemed like he was the possessive type. Not that Jack had done anything to cause this possessiveness, of course. Even if he did have any feelings for Rapunzel- which he didn't, of course, that would be ridiculous- he certainly wouldn't be flaunting it in this guy's face. He and Rapunzel were clearly together and happy about it too.<p>

He just wished Eugene would stop looking at him like that. For the first time ever, he actually sort of wished he was invisible again right now.

"So," Eugene said after a while. "You're Rapunzel's fighting partner?"

"One of three, yes," he answered. "And you're her… boyfriend?"

"Husband, actually."

"Husband. Right. I guess I didn't see the ring."

"Well… the ring kind of got lost."

"Understandable."

"And you've got her back in battle? You're keeping her from getting hurt?"

Jack looked at him. "Yes. That would be part of the job."

"Good. So you're the one I should blame if anything happens to her."

Jack sighed. "Nothing's going to happen to her."

"I don't know that for sure," he said with a glare. "And if I can't be there with her, then I can't do anything about it."

"Look, Eugene. There are three of us backing her up. She'll be _fine_."

"Would you die for her?"

The question caught him off guard. "What?"

"I said, would you die for her?"

Jack hesitated.

"I would die for her," Eugene continued. "I _have _died for her. And I would do it again, if I had to. Have you ever been willing to do that for someone? Do you know what that feels like? Have you ever loved someone that much?"

The question dangled in the silence. Sure that he had called Jack out on that point, Eugene did not seem to expect an answer. He was surprised when he got one.

"Yes," Jack said quietly. "Yes, actually, I have."

He didn't elaborate, and Eugene, while definitely curious, didn't press. His voice seemed a little gentler, and his gaze held a little more respect when he said, "Just… watch out for her, okay?"

"Of course."

About ten minutes later, Rapunzel returned. She had put on a dress more fit for a princess addressing her people, though Jack could see she still wore her battle clothes underneath. The woman who walked next to her was expressing her disapproval of this, but Rapunzel seemed more exasperated about it than anything.

"Ellie, no one's going to be able to tell. And I don't want to be caught with no protection."

The woman named Ellie humphed. "As if anything's going to happen. And must you insist on bringing Pascal?"

For the first time Jack noticed the green lizard on Rapunzel's shoulder, who turned an angry shade of red at Ellie's words and made a strange growling noise.

"Yes," Rapunzel said firmly.

Ellie sighed in resignation. "Alright, _fine. _Then come along."

Jack followed Rapunzel, Ellie, and Eugene to a room that led out onto a balcony. When he looked outside, he could see the people of Corona gathered below, waiting to see their princess.

He turned to Rapunzel. "I'm going to go down there and scope things out, okay?"

She nodded, and he flew out the window and over the balcony and landed on the outer edges of the crowd. He walked around the crowd unseen, looking for anyone or anything suspicious while Rapunzel came out on the balcony and began to speak. He was only half-listening to what she said, something about reassuring the people that she was fine and they were fine and everything was just fine. She definitely had a way with the people; Jack could tell from the looks on their faces that they adored their princess. But they remained uneasy.

It was a woman who spoke first, calling up to Rapunzel in the middle of her speech. "Why should we believe you?"

Jack couldn't see Rapunzel's face from here, but her hesitation told him she was taken aback.

"You have to admit you're not exactly in the most trustworthy position right now, _princess_," the woman continued scornfully. "Especially since you've shown up out of the blue with your long hair back and no explanation!"

Some in the crowd muttered in agreement.

"I know everything seems confusing right now," Rapunzel said in an effort to placate them, "But I assure you that what you need to know, you do."

"We barely know anything!" The man who said this was closer to where Jack was, and he saw that it was the man that had been speaking in the square earlier. "The tradesmen speak of Sceadu preparing for war, and yet you say nothing of it! You sit there, twiddling your thumbs as if nothing is wrong at all!"

"I promise, we are doing everything we can to prevent violence."

"So there _is _a war coming, is there?" This was spoken by a third voice.

"I never said that."

"What exactly are you doing for us?" A fourth voice.

"Are we on our own?" A fifth.

"How can you protect us when you're too busy protecting yourselves?" A sixth.

Voice after voice after voice joined in, shouting and yelling and questioning, growing angrier and angrier. Jack felt a shiver up his spine as mob mentality took hold, fueled on by the people's anger and confusion and, most of all, _fear_. Pitch was here. He must be here, for the people to have whipped themselves into such a panic so quickly.

He looked up at the balcony to see Rapunzel being pulled back inside as the crowd grew more violently loud. This of course angered the people further.

"You're running away again!" shouted the rebellious young man over the din. "Is that all you know how to do?"

Jack flew up to the balcony and scanned the furious crowd before going into the castle. He could still hear the shouts of the people even when the doors to the balcony closed.

Rapunzel looked shocked. "That didn't go well at all."

"No," Eugene agreed. "I think it just made things worse."

Jack glanced out the window at the rioting crowd below and the royal guards struggling to keep them under control. "It could be the beginning of a rebellion out there," he said. "And that's the last thing you want at a time like this. It'll tear Corona apart."

Rapunzel's face was pale. "That woman… the first one that spoke… I recognized her voice. It- it was Gothel."

"Why am I not surprised?" Jack said grimly. "We'd better get back to the Pole, Rapunzel. We need to find out if things went any better with Hiccup and Merida."

Eugene looked from Rapunzel to Jack and back again. "You're leaving?" he said incredulously to Rapunzel. "Again?"

She looked at him regretfully. "I'm sorry, Eugene. But I have to."

"No, you don't! You can stay here, with me. We can figure this out."

"Rapunzel, come on," Jack urged her. "Let's go!"

She looked at him, and then back at Eugene, biting her lower lip. Then, after a silence, she stepped to Eugene and kissed him lightly on the cheek. She took a protesting Pascal off her shoulder and put him on Eugene's, saying, "Watch Pascal for me. I'll see you soon."

Then she turned to Jack. "Let's go."

She handed him the snow globe, and he shook it, saying, "The North Pole."

He threw it down on the ground and it exploded, but something was wrong. Instead of the usual rainbow myriad of colors that the portal was always made of, there was only blackness. Jack hesitated before it, and then picked up a book from a nearby table and threw it in the portal. There was a flash, and then the book came flying right back out at high speed, slamming against the wall and narrowly missing Eugene's head. He picked it up and held it out to her, and she saw it was covered in black sand.

She exchanged an alarmed look with Jack as the portal closed. "Pitch must have done some spell or something so we can't get back to the Pole."

Jack didn't reply. He took out the globe again, this time saying, "The Tooth Palace." But once again, the portal opened into blackness.

He tried again. "The Warren."

Blackness.

"Sandy's Island."

Blackness.

"London."

Blackness.

"Moscow."

Blackness.

His voice picked up a desperate tone as he tried one last time. "Burgess!"

Blackness.

He continued staring at where the portal hung even after it closed. "We can't get back," he said. "We can't get home."

Rapunzel felt she had to do something to stop him from panicking, as she could see he was beginning to do. She felt considerably calmer than he looked- but then, it wasn't _her _home they had been so suddenly cut off from.

"We'll find a way to get back," she said to him. "But right now, we should see if we can get to Hiccup and Merida."

She took the snow globe from his hand, saying, "Berk."

This time when the portal opened, she was relieved to see it was normal. So it must just be Jack's world that they were cut off from, then.

She took hold of Jack's arm, glancing back at Eugene one last time before she stepped into another world.

* * *

><p><strong>SomeRandomPerson: Don't mention it. <strong>

**Zia Robtd: Je suis très heureux que vous l'aimez. J'espère que vous continuez à lire et à commenter!**

**P.S. Je ne sais pas du tout français, seulement l'anglais, donc si Google translate obtenu tout ce mal, je suis désolé.**

**KrystalINSANEGirl: Thank you and I will!**

**GuppFish: I will certainly try.**

**Nakamura Ishimaru: Glad you think so!**

**Guest: Please don't die! Here, have a chapter!**

**Don't forget to review!**


	11. Make New Friends, Keep The Old

**Late Merry Christmas, Happy Hanukkah, Joyous Kwanzaa, etc. to all of you! **

**Okay everyone, this is kind of important: if you have not seen the first season of the HTTYD show _Dragons: Riders of Berk _I highly recommend that you do that because this chapter might be kind of confusing if you don't. And also because there will be more references to the show in the future. This story, by the way, is only canon up to the end of Season One. It's technically AU from there, I guess.**

**Also, I have tried to stay as much in canon with the movies (_movies, _not books) as much as possible, but because of new details about HTTYD 2 that have recently come to light, I will have to be diverging from the trilogy's canon by going with my earlier assumption that Hiccup's mother is dead. That's not relevant for this chapter but it will be relevant later.**

* * *

><p><span>Chapter 10: Make New Friends, Keep The Old<span>

_"Solitude vivifies; isolation kills."_

- Joseph Roux

* * *

><p>Hiccup, Toothless, and Merida walked into a firestorm.<p>

Whatever Hiccup had expected to see when he stepped back into Berk, it wasn't this. Houses blazed bright as bonfires, dry grass went up in flames, and sheep ran past in a panic while the wool on their backs burned. It was so chaotic that no one even seemed to notice the three of them stepping out of thin air; they were too preoccupied with keeping the fire at bay and attempting to put it out. An unnatural blast of hot, arid wind hit Hiccup full in the face, and it was only because of an instinct ingrained in him since childhood that he was able to grab Merida and pull them both to the ground as an immense, scaly shape zoomed just a few feet above them while flames poured out of its mouth.

This was a dragon attack.

But that didn't make any sense. Berk didn't _get_ attacked by dragons anymore, not since Hiccup and Toothless' forbidden friendship had challenged the ancient rules. Oh sure, sometimes the dragons got a little rowdy and caused some minor damage, or a rogue wild dragon would go on a rampage before it got under control, but this… this was a fully-fledged, organized, group attack. It was even worse than the raid there had been the night Hiccup shot Toothless out of the sky.

"Hiccup? What's going on?" Merida asked, eyes wide at the sight.

"Dragons," was his short reply.

He helped her up as quickly as possible, looking around for a safe place. A quick glance to the sky revealed a fight going on between the hostile dragons and those loyal to the village. A few people running past noticed his presence and acknowledged him with a quick yell of surprise and relief. Oh, Hiccup's here, we're saved! I'm sure he'll just train them all with a snap of his fingers! No need to worry!

He wished it was that easy.

"We need to get you somewhere safe," he said, tugging on Merida's arm. He instinctually started heading for the worn, familiar path leading to Gobber's forge.

"Hiccup, wait," Merida said, resisting. "Look!"

Hiccup looked up again as the massive shadow of a whole flock of enemy dragons swept over him, and saw that they were retreating. He spotted a familiar group of dragons driving them back, and he didn't even have to look to recognize their riders.

He smiled, but that expression quickly morphed into a frown as he realized something else: the enemy dragons had riders, too.

The distant figure on a Deadly Nadder appeared to have noticed him, for she pointed at him and waved, swooping down to land and closely followed by the others. The Nadder set down on the ground even as its rider jumped off, and Hiccup grinned when Astrid practically tackled him to the ground with the force of her hug.

"Well it's about time you showed up, Hiccup!" she exclaimed, releasing him. "You missed all the fun!"

His other friends gathered around, greeting him and agreeing with Astrid.

"Yeah, we definitely could have used you and Toothless," Fishlegs said. "Where've you been?"

Hiccup laughed. "The better question would be: where haven't I been?"

Astrid seemed to notice Merida for the first time, and looked at her curiously. "Who are you?" she asked rather bluntly.

"Guys, this is Merida," Hiccup answered for her.

Merida gave a little wave. "Hi."

"She's part of my fighting team," Hiccup continued. "I heard you guys got the truth out of my Dad."

"Well, we obviously weren't going to buy his excuse for where you went," Ruffnut said.

"He told us you were on a, quote, 'prolonged expedition for exploration and discovery'," Snotlout spoke up. "He was obviously lying."

"Obviously," Tuffnut repeated.

"How did you get him to talk?" Hiccup asked, genuinely curious.

"We had Ruff and Tuff follow him around 24/7 singing at the top of their lungs about sheep," Astrid told him proudly. "He lasted five days."

Hiccup was impressed. "Wow. I didn't even know there were that many songs about sheep."

"There aren't," Tuffnut said. "We improvised."

"And repeated them on a loop," Ruffnut added.

"He held out for a long time," Snotlout remarked. "Most of the villagers were threatening to throw them off a cliff by day two."

"I can imagine," Hiccup muttered. He turned his gaze back to the retreating shapes of the attackers on the horizon. He decided to get back on track to more important things. "Who was attacking you?"

Astrid's expression darkened. "Outcasts." She said the name like it was a curse.

"Outcasts?" Merida repeated. "Aren't they Alvin's men?"

"Yeah," Hiccup answered.

"But I thought you said they couldn't train dragons?"

"They can't," Hiccup replied. "Or at least… they couldn't…" He turned back to his friends. "Why were they here?"

"As far as we can tell? Simply to destroy," Fishlegs said. "Cause as much damage and chaos as possible."

"They definitely succeeded at that," Astrid said, as the roof of a burning house behind her collapsed inward.

People and dragons rushed past them, carrying buckets and tubs of water to the flaming carnage of that house, as well as many others.

"We captured one of them, though," Snotlout announced.

Hiccup looked at him with new interest. "Really? Who?"

"Savage."

Hiccup's eyes widened, shocked that they were able to catch Alvin's right hand man.

"He's locked up in one of the old cages in the Academy," Tuff said. "He won't be going anywhere anytime soon."

"Your Dad's trying to get information out of him right now," Fishlegs said.

"Well, we need to go see what he's found out," Hiccup said with new urgency, starting up the path to the Dragon Training Academy.

Merida walked beside him. "I guess North was right," she said. "Things are escalating quickly."

Hiccup opened his mouth to respond, but was cut off when Astrid sidled up on his other side. "So, Hiccup," she began. "What _have_ you been doing for the past three weeks?"

Hiccup gave her a funny look. "Three weeks? What? Astrid, I've only been gone for one week."

She returned the look. "Um, no, Hiccup. It's been three weeks. Trust me. People notice."

Hiccup stared at her. Had he really been gone that long? "Three weeks…" he said again in amazement.

"It must be the constant dimension- hopping," Merida said. "It probably messes with time."

Hiccup's brow furrowed. "But if one week at the Pole is three weeks here, then what is it in Corona? Or DunBroch?"

Merida seemed struck by the thought. "How long has it been since my family's seen me?"

"And, most of all," Hiccup said, "How long has it been since Jack and Rapunzel have seen _us_?"

Astrid looked immensely confused. "What in Valhalla are you two talking about?"

At that exact moment, a bright light flashed directly above Hiccup's head. He instinctively flinched back, but even as he was moving away he was slammed face first into the ground by a heavy weight crashing down on him. For a brief, confusing moment, he thought the sky was falling to earth. Then he came to his senses and realized that the weight was, in fact, two bodies.

He spluttered out a mouthful of long blonde hair as Rapunzel's familiar voice reached his ears. "Oh my gosh! Hiccup! Are you okay?"

He coughed. "I would be a lot better if you got off me."

"Of course! Sorry!"

A sharp pain stabbed him in the small of his back. "Ow ow ow! Jack- ow- your staff is- ow- in my back! Ow!"

"Oh," he heard Jack say. "My bad."

The pressure and pain were alleviated, and with great relief the two got off his back. Hiccup stood up, turning to face the two new arrivals. He noticed their grim expressions, and immediately grew wary.

"What happened?" he asked. "How are things in Corona?"

"Not good," Rapunzel answered with a heavy sigh.

Merida's brow furrowed. "Wait… what are you doing here? Weren't you supposed to go back to the North Pole afterwards?"

"We can't," Jack said shortly. He looked around at the Vikings who were all gawking at them in awe. "We'll explain later. How's it going with you?"

Hiccup started to reply, but was once again interrupted.

"Hiccup, what in Thor's name just happened?" Fishlegs asked, looking alarmed. "They just- you just- out of thin air…"

Hiccup sighed, looking at his friends who all shared the same shocked expression. "I know this seems really insane right now," he said to them, "But I just need you all to trust me and just go with it, okay? I'll tell you everything eventually. But for now we just need to get things done, and there's no time for explanations."

There was a moment's hesitation before they slowly nodded, and Hiccup smiled. "Thanks guys. You're the best. Now come on, we've got an Outcast to interrogate."

He turned his attention back to Jack and Rapunzel, and as the group continued to walk to the Dragon Training Academy where Savage was being kept he gave them the run-down of what was going on in Berk. In turn, they told him of the events in Corona.

Merida looked stricken. "We can't get to the Pole? And we have no idea what's going on there?"

"Nope," Rapunzel replied, her voice muffled as she pulled the fancy royal dress she was wearing over her head, revealing the battle gear she had on underneath. She carelessly tossed the mass of expensive fabric aside and brushed back a few stray hairs from her face. "And I'm sure that's exactly what Pitch wants."

"Who knows what sort of trick he might be pulling right now," Jack said, "And we can't get there to help."

Hiccup didn't miss the worry lacing through the winter spirit's tone. He cast him a reassuring look.

"I'm sure they're fine," he said.

Jack gave him a half smile. "I know. They're fine on their own; they've been fighting without me a lot longer than they have _with_ me. It's just…"

Hiccup nodded in understanding. He knew he would be worried too, if he had no way of knowing what was happening to his friends.

They entered the gates of the Academy, and Astrid led the way to one of the doors that led to what was now a storage room, but had once been a strong, inescapable cage for dragons when the Academy had been a kill ring. Though no longer used for such morbid purposes, it was just as capable of being a prison.

The open door cut a wedge of sunlight across the floor of the dim room that was lit only by a single torch, illuminating Stoick and Gobber standing on either side of Savage, who was tightly chained to a sturdy chair in the center of the room. They were clearly attempting to intimidate the Outcast into telling them information, but Savage didn't seem fazed. He even smiled when the group entered the room.

"Well, look who it is," he drawled. "The Man in the Moon's little junior Guardian club."

Hiccup ignored him as Stoick whirled out his axe and buried the wickedly sharp blade into the ground mere centimeters from Savage's foot. "I'm going to ask you one more time, Savage," he growled, his voice low and quiet and threatening. "What is Alvin up to?"

"Wouldn't you like to know," was all he got in response.

Stoick turned away as Gobber pounded his clubbed arm menacingly into his other hand, holding Savage's attention as Stoick went over to Hiccup.

"We can't get anything out of him," he said quietly. "We're going to have to try something… more drastic."

"Wait…" Snoutlout said. "What do you mean by drastic?"

Astrid stared at Stoick. "What, like, torture?"

Savage called across the room, apparently still listening in. "You're not going to torture me, are you Stoick?" he said smugly. "Not in front of your dear precious children."

Stoick didn't react, but his expression was grim. "He's Alvin's second in command. We need to know what he knows."

"There are other ways of getting him to talk," Hiccup said. "We don't torture people, Dad. That makes us no better than them."

Stoick looked frustrated. "Then what do you suggest, Hiccup?"

"You could tickle him until he talks," Fishlegs suggested, ever the pacifist. Stoick stared at him, and he shrugged uncomfortably. "Just saying."

"We could sing to him like we did to you," Tuffnut said with a grin.

"Yeah," Ruffnut agreed. "We've got a few new numbers."

"You could make him eat some of my aunt's cooking," Snotlout proposed. He glanced over his shoulder. "Don't tell her I said that."

"Or you could just leave him," Jack spoke up for the first time.

Stoick looked towards him in confusion. "Leave him?"

Jack nodded. "Leave him in here, close the door, put out the lights, don't respond to anything he says, and ignore him completely. Leave him alone in the dark with nothing but his thoughts for company."

Stoick frowned. "Would that actually work?"

"Sensory deprivation and isolation are two of the most effective interrogation techniques where I come from," Jack informed him. "A few hours of it feels like days, days like weeks, weeks like months. Most people break pretty quickly."

Savage laughed. "I'm not afraid of being alone in the dark, boy."

Jack looked at him coolly and said with certainty, "Maybe you should be."

For the first time, a slight flicker of unease crossed Savage's features.

Jack turned his gaze back to the chief. "You won't even have to touch him."

Stoick hesitated, then glanced back at Gobber who shrugged as if to say, _Might as well try it._

"Alright," Stoick said.

He extinguished the sole torch in the room, and motioned for Gobber to move away from Savage. He complied, and they all left the room as Stoick began to close the door.

"It won't work, you know!" Savage called out. "It won't-"

His voice was cut off as the soundproof door thudded closed. Stoick secured the latch, and they all walked away.

"So what now?" he asked Jack. "We just wait?"

Jack nodded. "Let him stew in his own juices for a while. Then go in and sit in front of him to listen to whatever he's got to say, but don't look him in the eye and don't talk to him. If he refuses to talk, just get up and leave. No compromise."

Stoick heaved a sigh. "Okay, well in the meantime I have a village to rebuild… again. You two," he pointed to Jack and Rapunzel, "Fill me in on what's going on Corona. The rest of you… do whatever it is that you do."

The three of them and Gobber walked away, and Hiccup turned back to his friends. "So… what else have I missed in three weeks?"

* * *

><p>Berk's mead hall was warm and full of people. Many of the people were there to stay the night as their burnt houses were rebuilt, while others just wanted to have some time to forget about the chaos of the day. There was a gloomy sort of air about the place.<p>

Merida sat in the mead hall among Hiccup and his friends, listening to what they had to say but not really saying much. She didn't really understand a lot of what they were talking about; dragon attacks and increased hostility from the Outcasts and possible alliances with other tribes weren't things she knew much about, at least not in this world. Sure, she knew plenty about politics- being the heir to the DunBroch throne, she had to- but she knew next to nothing about Berk and the people who lived here. So she just sat and listened and nodded when it seemed right.

Merida wasn't an awkward person by nature, but it would be hard for even the most social person to feel comfortable in a situation where everyone knew everyone- except for her. So she really couldn't be blamed for sticking close to Hiccup the whole time. He was the only familiar person in this place, even if she was using familiar as a rather relative term since it was clear from the way his friends acted and spoke to him that she really barely knew him at all.

Eventually, Jack and Rapunzel returned from speaking with Stoick and joined the group. By that time conversation strayed from serious subjects to random chatter, because they _were _teenagers, after all. They could hardly be expected to stick to such grim subject matter for long periods of time.

The air was still heavy, though. And it was noticeable.

"Do you have any musicians here?" Rapunzel asked. "You know… to cheer people up."

"Music?" Tuffnut repeated, trying to sound macho. "Us manly Vikings don't bother with girly things like _music_."

"I mean," Snotlout said, leaning across the table towards Rapunzel, "Unless you like that sort of thing."

Astrid rolled her eyes and yanked Snotlout back in his seat. "There are some people who usually play during feasts and celebrations," she told Rapunzel, pointing to a group of Vikings in one corner, "But I'm sure they would play you something if you asked them."

Rapunzel's face brightened. "Great!"

She sprang out of her seat and rushed over to them, and Merida smiled at their startled expressions as Rapunzel eagerly implored them to play. The musicians shrugged and nodded, taking out their instruments and setting up. Soon a cheery, catchy melody was floating through the hall, and Merida could identify a pan flute and horn pipes in the sound. It sounded a lot like the music the castle musicians played at home, in DunBroch.

Rapunzel returned with a smile on her face. "Much better. Who wants to dance?"

Everyone avoided looking her in the eye, mumbling about how they didn't really know how to dance and she could go ahead without them and such.

Rapunzel sighed. "I'm tired of sitting around being gloomy. Just because there's a war on doesn't mean we can't have fun every now and then, right?"

There were some reluctant agreements.

Rapunzel went over to Merida and tugged on her arm. "Come on, Merida. Please?"

She was so much like a pleading child, complete with puppy dog eyes. Merida caved. "Oh, alright. Fine."

Rapunzel tugged her towards an open space near the middle of the room, and as they went Merida grabbed Hiccup and Jack by their arms, too, saying, "But only if they come, too."

The boys protested but didn't really try as hard as they could have to get away, and Rapunzel was soon leading the four of them in a dance that Merida suspected she probably made up on the spot. The music picked up and the dance evolved into something wilder and faster, and Merida couldn't stop herself from giggling- actually _giggling- _at how ridiculous she must look.

She knew that many of the Vikings were staring at them and her face (as well as they boys' faces) was bright red, but she kept dancing anyway because after days of heaviness and grim suspense it just felt so _good_.

It was kind of funny, Merida thought as a few of the Vikings including Hiccup's friends joined the dancing, how quickly her newfound friends could change such a gloomy atmosphere into such a festive one. If she didn't think about it, she could almost forget that a war was the only reason she was here at all.

After a while, the music wound down to something a little slower and Merida, out of breath, sat down at an empty table. There were still some people dancing, and all around the room the hushed conversations had changed to ones with raucous laughter encouraged by mugs of ale. Merida smiled at the difference. Someone sat down on the wooden bench next to her, and when she turned her head she saw it was Rapunzel, her hair coming loose from her braid and her cheeks flushed.

"You'd never know it just by looking at them," she said after a moment, "but those Vikings can _dance_."

Merida laughed, glancing at said Vikings. "They look like they'd be more inclined to throw axes at your face," she agreed.

"It's always the tough guys that surprise you," Rapunzel said.

Merida nodded. She looked around the room, and after a few seconds asked, "Where did the boys go?"

Rapunzel smiled. "You know those twins, Ruffnut and Tuffnut? I think Jack found his soul mates in those two. Last I saw him, the three of them were planning some sort of massive prank, so… watch your back." She paused as Merida laughed. "And as for Hiccup… I don't know where he went." She twisted in her seat, scanning the room.

"Just look for Toothless," a new voice spoke up. Merida turned and saw Astrid sliding into the seat on the opposite side of the table. The Viking girl continued, "He goes wherever Hiccup goes and he's a hard dragon to miss, so find him and you find Hiccup."

"Are you even allowed to have dragons in here?" Rapunzel asked, easily adjusting to the new member of the conversation.

"It's not recommended since the Exploding Barrel of Flame Incident," Astrid admitted (Merida could practically hear the capital letters), "But that's Hiccup and Toothless for you. Inseparable." She chuckled. "A girl can get jealous sometimes."

Merida and Rapunzel laughed, too.

"So," Astrid said, her tone sobering. She leaned forward a little. "How did you meet Hiccup?"

Merida heard the hidden question: _Just who are you, anyway?_

She shrugged. "We were both recruited. I never would have met him if not for that."

"The four of us never would have met if not for that," Rapunzel pointed out. "Seeing as where we each are from."

Astrid looked interested. "Where _are _you from?"

"My home's not too different from here, actually," Merida said. "I mean, there aren't dragons or anything, but this place reminds me of DunBroch quite a bit."

"I'm from a kingdom called Corona," Rapunzel said. "It's much… more peaceful, I guess; not nearly as much excitement as here. I'm pretty sure most of my people have never picked up a sword."

Astrid frowned. "Then how do they defend themselves?"

"Well… they've never really had to before."

"Then what are they going to do now that they _do _have to?" Astrid asked, genuinely curious.

Rapunzel breathed a sigh. "That's the problem, isn't it?"

Astrid looked sympathetic. "Well, you've got Hiccup on your side now, and he's exceptionally good at making up crazy, suicidal plans on the spot that somehow nearly always work, so don't worry."

Rapunzel laughed. "That's reassuring."

Just then, there was the sound of a small explosion in one corner of the room, and all heads turned to see a mushroom cloud of some strange pink gas ballooning up towards the ceiling.

"What was that?" Astrid wondered aloud.

Merida and Rapunzel shared a look. "I'd say that was Jack and the twins' prank," Merida replied.

"Just phase one, actually." Merida jumped at Jack's voice speaking up right behind her with no warning. She turned around to face him. He was grinning and barely holding back laugh. "I'd get out now if you have no desire to be stained rainbow colors for the next week."

Merida stood up immediately. "Say no more." She started walking out, followed by Rapunzel and Astrid, but stopped and scanned the room with a frown. "Seriously, though. Where's Hiccup?"

* * *

><p>Jack was right. Hiccup had never heard of using isolation as a torture method before, but it was certainly doing its job.<p>

It had been quite a few hours since they had left Savage tied up alone. Hiccup had arrived during late morning, and it was now the latter part of the night. Hiccup wasn't sure it would be long enough for the man to start talking, but he had decided to see if the Outcast had anything to say anyway. The moment he had opened the door Savage had started babbling away, not so much about anything useful as much as insults- but Hiccup hadn't missed the hoarse tone of his voice, as if he had been talking to himself for a while.

Hiccup left Toothless outside to guard the door while he went in, lighting the single torch and pulling up a stool in front of Savage to sit on. He didn't look directly at him, instead fixing his eyes on a spot on the opposite wall as if Savage wasn't even there.

"I suppose you want me to talk about Alvin's plans, don't you?" Savage said.

Hiccup said nothing.

"I bet you're curious how we trained dragons, too. You thought we needed you, didn't you?"

Still he was silent, his face blank.

"So you're not even going to acknowledge me?"

No reaction.

"You could at least talk to me."

He didn't move.

"Well, I'm not going to tell you anything."

Hiccup stood up, still not looking at Savage, and walked to the door. He put out the torch, sending the room into blackness.

"What, you're leaving just like that?" Savage called after him.

He went to the door and started pulling it closed.

"Hey! Wait!" Savage yelled.

Hiccup paused, listening.

"Will you at least look at me?" Savage pleaded- actually _pleaded. _Hiccup was surprised, but didn't move.

"It was Mildew, okay? You taught Mildew to train dragons, and he taught us."

_Mildew. _Anger rushed through Hiccup. He should have known, shouldn't have trusted that traitor. He didn't let his emotion show, though, and still didn't acknowledge Savage beyond simply standing in the doorway.

"Alvin's going to launch an attack on Berk with dragons and ships. I don't know when, other than within the week. And I don't know which direction he's coming from, I swear."

Hiccup stayed still, taking in the information.

"That's everything. That's all. Now will you _look at me_!"

Hiccup finally complied, turning to look at Savage's face. His eyes were wild and desperate, and slightly crazed. Hiccup nodded, and then turned back around and continued to close the door.

"What are you doing?" Savage demanded, straining against his bonds. "You can't leave me here! I told you everything!"

Hiccup felt a little guilty, but he knew he couldn't just let Savage go; he didn't have the authority. That was up to Stoick. Besides, he was sure there were more things that they could learn from him.

"You said you would let me go if I talked!" Savage yelled.

Hiccup paused, and then spoke up for the first time. "_I _never said anything."

Then he closed the door all the way, cutting off Savage's wild cries and leaving him alone in the darkness once again.

* * *

><p><strong>It might seem like Savage broke pretty easy there, but from what I've researched about isolationsensory deprivation as an interrogation technique people usually last anywhere between forty-five minutes to several weeks and I needed to move the plot along, so I made Savage one of the weaker ones.**

**There was a tiny little reference in the beginning there to the song _Forbidden Friendship _from the HTTYD soundtrack which is an amazing soundtrack that you should all go listen to because it's awesome and **_Forbidden Friendship _is the best song on there with _Test Drive _being a close second because the whole thing is just so epic and I swear John Powell is some sort of musical god.****

**I was at the Disney store at the mall the other day and they had all the Disney princess stuff for Merida and Rapunzel and then I came home and my sister was watching the HTTYD TV show and I suddenly realized: Merida and Rapunzel are part of all the Disney princess merchandise, and Hiccup's got his whole movie trilogy plus TV show... but Jack gets, like, zero attention- even though ROTG has more fanfic than the other three combined. Seriously. Someone get that boy a franchise. Or at least a sequel.**

**Wow I'm in a chatty mood today.**

**S2 Intelligence: Berk has its fair share of issues too, as you can see, haha. Glad you're getting into it!**

**KrystalINSANEGirl: Oh, I'm sure they'll get back eventually... it's just a question of what they'll find when they do.**

**SomeRandomPerson: Thank you very much!**

**Cocoaflower: Here you go!**

**The Directer: I've gotta agree with you there :)**

**Keep on reviewing!**


	12. Surprise, Surprise

**Remember back just a few chapters ago when a couple weeks was a long time between updates?**

**Yeah. Me neither.**

* * *

><p><span>Chapter 11: Surprise, Surprise<span>

"_No one is so brave that he is not disturbed by something unexpected."_

- Julius Caesar

* * *

><p>Stoick's actions after Hiccup told him the news were immediate. Concerned at the news of an impending attack, he immediately began organizing groups to be on watch at various locations around the island. He instructed Hiccup to do the same with his friends, and went off in search of Gobber and then to interrogate Savage further.<p>

Hiccup figured everyone would still be at the Mead Hall, and so headed up the path towards the gathering place. Upon nearing, however, he saw that people were rapidly emptying from the Hall, and all of them seemed to be… covered in paint? He paused at the strange sight of the Vikings dyed every color of the rainbow, allowing himself a brief moment of bewilderment to wonder how on Odin's good earth this could have happened.

"What the…?"

Snotlout wandered past him, looking positively traumatized under a coating of red, green, and blue on his face.

"Rainbow… cloud… dragon… _pink_…" he muttered distantly with a shudder.

Hiccup heard the twins' voices approaching behind him, and turned to see them following a laughing, paint-free, very satisfied looking Jack.

"… most _awesome_ thing I have ever seen!" Ruff was exclaiming in awe.

"I'm still not even sure how you even _did _that!" Tuff said reverently.

"Can we, like, be your apprentices?" Ruff asked with big eyes.

"That's not a bad idea," Jack said. Then, he caught Hiccup's eye, and slightly sobered at his grim expression. He faced the twins. "How about I get back to you on that later?"

They got the hint and nodded, running off to no doubt further increase the chaos caused by… whatever this was.

Jack sidled up next to him. "So what do you think?" he grinned, as if the rainbow-fied Vikings were a great work of art.

"How did you…?" Hiccup's voice trailed off as a buff Viking man walked by, unsuccessfully trying to wring the purple out of his beard.

"Well, it's pretty complicated, but it involved fifteen buckets of paint, some woman's breastplate, a gassy Gronkle, a fire, a risky combination of chemicals, and a touch of my own atmospheric magic." Jack twirled his staff proudly. "Some of my best work, I'd say."

Hiccup snorted. "Yeah. I bet."

Jack gave him a sideways glance. "You look serious. Well, you always look serious, but I mean more serious than usual. What's up?"

Hiccup spared a brief thought to wonder whether or not he should take that as an insult, decided against it, and then told him what, exactly, was up.

Jack grimaced. "So shore leave is over, huh?"

Hiccup frowned. "I don't really know what that means… but, yeah, I guess?"

"It's just an expression," Jack said. "We should probably find Merida and Rapunzel, then."

"Do you know where they are?" Hiccup asked.

Jack started towards the torch lit main part of the village, Hiccup following and Toothless tailing him. "I told them they should leave before, you know…" he waved a hand in the direction of the rainbow stained crowd, "And Astrid said they could go hang out at her house. I don't know where that is, but I'm sure you do."

Hiccup nodded, taking the lead. "Yeah, it's this way."

Within moments they were standing in front of Astrid's house, and after a quick knock Hiccup pushed the door open.

The girls were inside, sitting on the floor with their hair in elaborate up-dos. Merida was weaving blades of grass into her hair to contrast with the red, and Rapunzel's was full of wildflowers. Rapunzel was behind Astrid, doing her hair for her, and Merida and Astrid were laughing.

"… have any hairclips?" Rapunzel was asking, reaching up to pull a few flowers out of her own hair.

All three of them looked up when the door opened, and Astrid's face visibly reddened when she saw Hiccup.

"Oh, hi Hiccup," she said quickly. "I was just, um, Rapunzel wanted to do my hair, and I was like, I don't do girly-girl stuff like that, but she insisted, so…" she coughed awkwardly.

Rapunzel paid no attention to Astrid's obvious embarrassment. She somehow secured Astrid's hair in place with a single flower, and moved back with a proud, "Done!"

Astrid tentatively reached up and touched her hair as Rapunzel continued to happily ramble on. "It's stylish, eye-catching without being flamboyant, and functional! It won't fall out either, so long as you don't do any wrestling or anything like that."

"Thanks," Astrid muttered, still mortified at having been caught in the act. Toothless walked up to her, circled her once, and then tilted his head as if he wasn't sure he recognized her anymore.

Hiccup tried to ease her discomfort. "I think it looks great."

Astrid's smile brightened a little bit at that.

"I don't know how you did it, Rapunzel," Merida praised her. "You're like some sort of magical hair wizard."

Rapunzel laughed. "Actually, the truth is over the years I've just had a lot of time, a lot of hair, a lot of boredom, and a lot of ways to experiment."

"I hate to interrupt the slumber party, I really do," Jack spoke up, "But apparently we're in the middle of a crisis."

Merida sighed. "We're always in the middle of a crisis. What else is new?"

"Well, a more imminent crisis," Jack amended.

Astrid stood up. "What's going on?"

Hiccup quickly related what he'd learned from Savage to the girls. Astrid briefly cursed Mildew before running upstairs to retrieve her weapons.

Rapunzel and Merida also geared themselves up for battle, and Jack cast an amused glance at Merida as she slid her sword into its sheath.

"What?" she demanded.

"Are you gonna keep your hair like that, princess?" he asked.

Merida scowled. "I don't see why not. It keeps it out of the way. Why? Something wrong with it?"

Jack raised his hands slightly in surrender. "I don't know… isn't that kind of fancy, considering?"

Merida glared at him. "Well _I_ like it," she said, stalking past him out the door. "And don't call me princess!" she threw over her shoulder as an afterthought.

"I never said I didn't like it!" he protested. He turned to face Rapunzel, who was strapping her frying pan to her belt. "Yeesh. Are all girls that touchy about their hair?"

Rapunzel laughed. "Oh, Jack," she said in a tone that indicated he was hopeless, patting him on the cheek on her way out the door.

Jack looked bewildered when he glanced at Hiccup. "Three hundred years and I _still _don't understand women."

Hiccup just shrugged, and Jack walked outside. Astrid came downstairs, armed and armored. "Where do you need me to be?" she asked.

"My dad already has people organized into groups on most of the coast," he told her, "So you can take the other Riders and spread out around Death's Head Headland. I'll be on Puffin's Point."

Astrid frowned. "But those are on opposite sides of the island. How would we let you know if anything happened?"

Hiccup thought about it. "We could use a system where if you see something, have the dragons send up a flame flare, and the next station sees it and does the same, and the next, and so on until everyone knows that something's up."

Astrid nodded. "I'll go tell the others."

"I'm going to go tell my dad," Hiccup said, "And he can get the word out to everyone, too."

They left the house and Astrid ran off to go find the Riders, and Hiccup went over to his three companions.

"What's the plan?" Merida asked.

"I have to go talk to my dad," Hiccup said, "But I'll be right back. Wait here."

He hopped onto Toothless and they took off towards the hill where Hiccup's house was, as time was of the essence. They landed in the front yard and Hiccup got off Toothless and opened the door, stepping inside. He could hear a voice in the back room, Gobber by the sound of it. He opened his mouth to call out his father's name, but when he heard what Gobber was saying he stopped dead.

"… should tell him. About Val."

Hiccup froze, and Toothless looked up at him curiously. His father's voice floated out to him.

"No, Gobber. Not yet."

Hiccup moved silently closer, leaving Toothless hovering unsurely in the open doorway. He strained to hear more of the conversation.

"He deserves to know. She was his _mother_."

"I _know_ that," Stoick said, his voice weary and sad.

"Frankly, I'm surprised you didn't tell him when Alvin first started making trouble again. By Thor, I'm surprised you didn't go after the man yourself!"

"Oh, I wanted to, trust me," Stoick said, something deadly in his tone. "But I didn't want to become some mindless warrior, a poor excuse for a father that puts revenge for his wife over the welfare of his son!"

"Not to be insensitive here, Stoick, but you were never exactly Father of the Year."

"Well, I'd like to see you try to raise a child like that all by yourself with no woman in the house. You know what he used to be like-"

Before he could go any further, the front door slammed shut and the voices halted. Hiccup whirled around and saw Toothless just behind him looking up at him guiltily. The dragon turned to glare at the now-closed door, as if enraged at its nerve for closing so loudly.

Mind reeling, Hiccup frantically tried to cover his tracks. "Dad?" he called out. "Are you here?"

Stoick and Gobber emerged from the back room. "What is it, son?" Stoick asked.

He cleared his throat. "Um, I came up with a system of getting everyone informed about an attack."

Hiccup frantically tried to remember what he'd come here for, but it was lost in the flurry of thoughts and emotions brought on by the fact they had just been talking about his mother, that Stoick had been keeping secrets from him about his _mother_, a secret about his mother that had something to do with _Alvin, _no less…

He told him, and Stoick nodded. "Great. I will spread the word about it. You should probably get to your post, Hiccup."

"Right. Yeah. Of course. I'll do that. Right now."

Very aware of his father's questioning gaze, he stumbled out the door, tripping over the doorstep. He quickly mounted Toothless and took off back towards the others. It was a very short flight, ten seconds at most, but it was plenty of time for Hiccup's racing thoughts to catch up to him.

He had never known his mother, not really. She had died when he was only a baby. To him, his mother was less of a memory and more of a story, a myth, a legend; like some sort of goddess, a beautiful figure of which he could only dream. Stoick had always told him that she had been killed on a quest gone wrong, and that it was a dragon that had done it. He had used the fact to drill into Hiccup from an early age that dragons were evil, vicious creatures that lived only to pillage and burn and kill.

They both knew that wasn't true now, but sometimes- just sometimes- Hiccup could see that some of that prejudice remained. Like when his father's longing for his wife was strongest, and he would flinch when Toothless brushed past him or would yell at Hiccup more than usual if Toothless broke something important or would just avoid dragons all together. Hatred of dragons had been part of who Stoick was for a long time, and he had embraced it- Hiccup could still remember the look of crushing betrayal on his father's face when he had first found out about Toothless. So he could understand when the fear and anger and hatred found their way back in every now and then, if only for a moment.

But Stoick had never said anything about Alvin having anything to do with his mother.

_Val _… his mother's nickname floated through his mind like a long-forgotten dream.

Hiccup shook himself back into focus as he approached Jack, Merida, and Rapunzel. They were still patiently waiting for him. Jack was leaning against his staff, Rapunzel was cleaning under her fingernails with her dagger, and Merida was studying the engravings along the length of her sword's blade. Decked out in their battle gear and standing in the flickering torchlight that cast deep shadows across their faces, Hiccup was struck by the thought that in that moment they looked indeed like warriors, fierce and stoic and unafraid.

Toothless landed in front of them. "You ready?" Hiccup asked.

Jack gestured with his staff. "Lead the way."

Merida and Rapunzel climbed on to Hiccup's back and they took off, Jack flying on the wind right beside them. Puffin's Point was about as far south on the Isle of Berk as it was possible to get, a small little peninsula overlooking the endless sea. Outcast Island was almost directly north of Berk, and so it was highly unlikely Alvin's ships would take the long way around (more likely to approach towards Death's Head Headland), but it never hurt to be prepared.

And alright, Hiccup would be lying if he said he didn't trust the other Riders more than his new allies when it came to defending against Outcasts. But only because his older friends had much more experience. In any case, it was better to be safe than sorry, and so Hiccup thought it for the best that they took the least likely point of attack- even though his instincts itched to be on the front lines.

The four of them set up a little camp on the Point, Toothless lighting a fire that they sat around while keeping their eyes fixed on the horizon. Hiccup kept his spyglass at hand as he watched. All of them were tense and on edge, half expecting every sudden swell of water caused by something underneath or brilliant flare of starlight reflecting off the surface to be a fleet of warships, deadly and armed to the teeth. It was late, and after a while they began sleeping in shifts, always having at least one person keeping watch.

Eventually, when sunlight gradually lightened the dark sky to pale blue and a stripe of rich red-orange bridged the gap between sea and sky, a new group of Vikings arrived and relieved them of watch duty. They flew back to the village, and helped repair the destruction from yesterday's attack. The day wore on, and the expectant wariness covered the whole island. When evening came, they ate a quick meal before returning to Puffin's Point. The second night passed much like the first, and with no sign of any danger they allowed to let themselves relax a little more, chatting occasionally and even joking around some. The second morning dawned gloomy and overcast, and they once again switched to reconstruction duty.

On the third evening, they were the most at ease yet, satisfied with glancing up often at the horizon but otherwise allowing themselves to just sort of hang out around the fire.

"Storm's coming," Merida commented mildly, indicating far out over the ocean where the dreary sameness of gray changed to a darker shade, one that indicated rain and thunder and, indeed, a storm.

Hiccup nodded. "I hope it either passes over or waits until after the Outcasts have come and gone." He made a face. "It's awful to fight in the rain and mud."

"I like the rain," Rapunzel said idly, doodling in the dirt with a stick.

"You say that because you've never fought in it," Hiccup said with a mild chuckle.

Rapunzel smiled. "True."

Jack, who was staring into the fire with a sort of morbid fascination, asked aloud, "I don't suppose you've invented marshmallows in this dimension yet, have you?"

Hiccup frowned. "What?"

Jack huffed a laugh. "Didn't think so."

"So, Hiccup," Merida said, interrupting Hiccup's thoughts as he racked his brain for whatever a marshmallow might be. "I noticed that you seem to be some sort of celebrity around here."

Hiccup turned his attention to her. "Yeah, well, that's mainly because of the whole 'first person to train dragons' thing." He gestured towards Toothless, who was amusing himself by rolling around on the ground on his back. "And I'm the son of the chief, too, so that helps."

"Do you like getting all the attention?" Rapunzel asked curiously. "Because when I first came back to the kingdom, it was really strange to have everyone gossiping about me."

Hiccup shrugged. "I've always gotten a lot of attention, but for a long time it was almost all negative. The village screw-up, you know." He laughed, but it sounded hollow to his ears. "And yeah, to be honest, it was pretty weird to go from being Hiccup the Useless to Hiccup the Dragon Trainer just like that, with everyone pretending that the last fifteen years of ridicule never happened. Apparently you can't be the nerdy runt of a kid unless you happen to save the whole tribe from dragons. Then you're everyone's best friend."

He blinked, suddenly realizing how bitter he must have just sounded. He never brought up the simmering resentment that he usually tried to keep hidden. The silence was awkward now and he swallowed, wishing he hadn't said anything.

Merida seemed to sense his discomfort and changed the subject. "Son of the chief, huh? Only heir?"

Hiccup smiled at her gratefully. "Yeah. Snoutlout's next in line after me- he's my cousin, you know." He closed his eyes in mock horror. "I shudder to think what would happen to the tribe under _his_ leadership."

The others laughed and he opened his eyes again with a smile. "What about you guys? Any siblings?"

"I've got three little brothers, triplets," Merida said. "Harris, Hubert, and Hamish. They're the worst behaving lads I've ever known. Maybe even worse than you, Jack, and I have to _live _with them."

Jack looked intrigued. "Really? I've got to meet these kids."

Merida looked stricken. "You and the triplets in cahoots? The kingdom would be in ruins in a matter of days!"

Laughter rippled around the circle. Merida looked to Rapunzel. "What about you?"

Rapunzel shook her head. "My mom was real sick when she was pregnant with me, and even though they healed her she was left barren. So no, no siblings." She looked wistful. "I'd love to have one, though. Jack? You got any siblings?"

Jack looked up. "I used to have a little sister." He paused, and then added almost as an afterthought, "She's dead now."

Rapunzel looked sympathetic. "I'm sorry."

Jack blinked, surprised. "That's okay. It was a long time ago." He smiled. "Besides, Jamie's like my little brother. So I'm not completely sibling-ess."

Rapunzel smiled. "Well, you don't need to be blood to be family."

Jack returned the smile. "That's for sure."

Out of the corner of his eye, Hiccup saw Merida stiffen and turned to her. She was staring past him with her brows furrowed, gaze aimed out over the ocean.

"What?" he asked automatically, swiveling to look behind him. He had a glimpse of a few dots on the horizon before Merida stood and swept past him, scooping up the spyglass that sat beside him and holding it up to her eye.

"Ships?" he heard Jack ask.

Merida nodded. Hiccup was surprised that the Outcasts had gone to the trouble of circling all the way around the island, after all. But then, maybe it was just Trader Johann or something.

"Are you sure they're Outcasts?" he asked.

"Well, what does their tribe's crest look like?" she asked.

"It's just a man's helmeted head," Hiccup answered. He stood up and moved next to her, and any hopes of it being Trader Johann sank when he saw it was definitely a whole fleet of ships. Warships.

But then- "Those aren't Outcasts," Merida said.

Hiccup looked at her sharply. "What?"

She shook her head and held out the spyglass. "That's not the Outcast crest."

"What's going on?" Rapunzel asked, but Hiccup ignored her as he peered through the spyglass and focused on the rapidly approaching ships.

Then he saw the crest on the sails and sucked in a quick breath. Merida was right: the crest wasn't a helmeted head. It was a dragon. More specifically: a Skrill.

"Berserkers," he breathed in shock. "What are they doing here?"

Merida looked at him. "Maybe they're friendly?"

Hiccup looked closer, and saw the legions of men on the ships, fully armed with axes and swords and spears. On the helm of the lead ship stood Dagur the Deranged himself, swinging his sword about in frenzy as only Beserkers could: in anticipation of bloodshed.

"They're not friendly," he said grimly. He lowered the spyglass, saying, "We need to send up the signal flame."

"Someone already did," Jack said.

Hiccup whirled around and saw that this was true, but the signal was coming from the wrong direction, as if someone on the other side of the island had set it off…

The realization hit him like a punch. "They're attacking from both sides," he said. "Beserkers from this side, Outcasts from the other… and everyone is going to the Outcast side so the Beserkers can launch a surprise attack from behind."

Even as he said the words, watch groups on dragons rose above the tree line and swooped towards the north side of the island in reaction to the signal fire, leaving the south side undefended.

Merida looked alarmed. "We have to tell Stoick!'

Hiccup nodded urgently and mounted Toothless with Merida and Rapunzel. "Hurry, bud," he told his dragon, who snorted in agreement and took to the air. Jack summoned the wind and joined them, and Toothless zoomed back to the village.

As they flew, Hiccup shouted instructions to the others. "When we get there, you need to get to the Riders and tell them what's going on! Help them fight if you have to, but I have to find the Chief!"

Toothless sped into the village and landed, and Merida and Rapunzel dismounted. Jack joined them as they merged into the flow of people, heading towards the site of attack as fast as they could. Hiccup flew Toothless up to the forge, where Gobber was handing out weapons to the warriors.

"Gobber!" he called.

"Ah, there you are, Hiccup!" Gobber replied cheerfully, heaving a massive ace over to a buff Viking man. "There's about to be a battle! Isn't it wonderful?"

"Where's my dad?" he demanded urgently.

Gobber raised an eyebrow at his tone but pointed towards Hiccup's house. "He's grabbing some extra weapons from your house. Why?"

"Beserkers!" Hiccup threw over his shoulder as he jumped back onto Toothless and flew quickly towards his home.

He burst into the house, calling his father's name. Stoick lumbered down the stairs with an armful of weapons and armor.

"What is it?" he asked.

It rushed out of Hiccup all at once. "There are Beserker warships approaching the south side of the island at the same time the Outcasts are on the north and they're armed and coming fast and they did this on purpose so they could sneak up behind us and catch us off guard and so our forces are spread too thin to do anything about it!"

Stoick frowned. "Beserkers? But the peace treaty-"

"Do you really think Dagur cares about the peace treaty, Dad?" Hiccup cut him off. "The point is we need to do something about this!"

Stoick nodded, his face hardening, and pushed past Hiccup out the door. He rushed down the path and stopped a passing Viking, saying something with hand gestures for emphasis. The Viking nodded and ran off, and Stoick turned and headed towards the Academy.

Hiccup ran to catch up to him. "Where are you going?"

"To talk to Savage," Stoick growled, moving so fast that Hiccup was jogging to stay even with him.

When they got to the Academy, Stoick strode over to Savage's cell and threw the door open, slamming it against the stone wall with a crash.

Savage, still tied to the chair, looked up. "Well, hello there," he said.

Stoick swept into the room with fury, pulling both Savage and his chair up by the shirt so they were nose to nose. Hiccup trailed him in, watching.

"You didn't tell us everything," he snarled.

Savage feigned innocence. "I don't know what you're talking about."

"Don't try that," Stoick continued. "I'm talking about the Beserkers!"

"Oh, them," Savage said calmly. So calmly, that Hiccup began to wonder if his desperate man act the other day had been just that- an act. He continued, "Well, I can tell you that Dagur is so much more fun than his father was. So eager for violence. So willing to break alliances. So blind," he grinned, "To the fact that he's being used."

"You said you told me everything," Hiccup spoke up, and Savage leveled his gaze at him.

"I can't go giving away _all_ Alvin's secrets, can I?" Savage said. "That's treason. I could be killed for that."

"Is there anything _else_ you haven't told us?" Stoick demanded.

Savage looked back at him. "If there was, what makes you think I would tell you now?"

Stoick snapped, pulling back a fist and punching Savage across the face while releasing his hold on his shirt. Savage's head jerked to the side, and he took a moment to spit out a glob of red-tinged saliva before grinning at them with bloodstained teeth.

"I'd go join your men if I were you. Apparently there's a war coming."

Just then, the low, blaring call of the war horns reached their ears, and Savage laughed.

"Scratch that," he said. "It's already here."

And the bloodcurdling roar of a thousand soldiers rushing into battle shook the island to its core.

* * *
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	13. The Heat of Battle
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><p>Chapter 12: The Heat of Battle<p>

_"Older men declare war. But it is youth that must fight and die."_

-Herbert Hoover

* * *

><p>Hiccup had never been to war before.<p>

Not really, anyway. Vikings didn't usually get along very well with each other, and there were almost always blood feuds going on between tribes. They were usually over stupid things- stolen axes, misplaced insults, minor misunderstandings, things like that- so they were really "blood" feuds only in name. But this sprawling battle spreading out over the fields and forests and raging through the village was _war. _

Once, when Hiccup was young- perhaps seven or eight- the warriors of his tribe had been called as part of an alliance to help another tribe in battle. It hadn't taken place on Berk, but the warriors returned home on battered, smoking ships with weary faces and broken weapons, yet still with a euphoric air of victory. All the women and children and old men who had stayed home swarmed around the triumphant heroes upon their return, eager to hear exciting stories of hard-fought battles. Hiccup had been one of them, joining the other children's interrogation of Gobber in the Mead Hall almost immediately after his return..

_They are all gathered around Gobber, who has not yet gone home to clean up and is refreshing himself with a mug of ale, still smelling of sweat and blood and triumph and weeks' worth of unwashed clothes. He smiles wearily at them, tired from his ordeal but happy to see them anyway._

_"What was it like, Gobber?" Astrid inquires, her twin braids sticking out from a helmet that is too big for her- probably her father's._

_"Was there blood?" Tuffnut demands, pushing his sister aside._

_"Did you kill stuff?" Snotlout asks casually, trying to look tough by attempting to lift Gobber's sword and failing miserably, as it is nearly as tall as him._

_Gobber chuckles. "Oh come on , can't a man at least have a drink before he has to spend the rest of the night telling his stories?"_

_They graciously allow him one sip of ale before erupting into exclamations again._

_Hiccup, who is small for his age, can't see over Snotlout's head, as he is standing in front of him. He stands on his tiptoes and, putting his hand on Snotlout's shoulder for balance, leans forward and asks, "Were there any dragons?"_

_Snotlout glances back at him, wrenches his shoulder away, and pushes Hiccup down. "Shut up, Useless," he sneers down at him. "No one cares what you have to say."_

_Hiccup says nothing, just stands up and looksat Gobber while the other children snicker. Gobber's eyes flicker to Snotlout and back before he answers, "No, Hiccup. It wasn't a dragon attack. Just a battle with the Meatheads."_

_"Yeah. Stupid," Ruffnut scoffs._

_Hiccup thinks that's a bit rich coming from her- seeing as she is currently attempting to untangle her hair from her brother's; somehow in the past two minutes they have managed to get their locks hopelessly snarled together. He doesn't retaliate, though, just sighs a little in disappointment._

_"Well? What was fighting like?" Fishlegs pipes up._

_Gobber downs a gulp of ale and belches before saying, "It was all guts and glory and battle cries screamed at the top of our lungs."_

_"Awesome!" they chorus, Hiccup joining just a half-second late._

_"I wish I could have gone!" Snotlout exclaims. "They'd be no match for me!"_

_Astrid laughs. "You? You would go run for the nearest hiding place and start crying for your mommy!"_

_"Would not!" Snotlout protests._

_"Would too!"_

_"Would not!"_

_"Would too!"_

_"Alright, that's enough," Gobber intervenes. "Snotlout, you shouldn't go until you're much older, trust me."_

_"Like, when I'm ten?" Snotlout asks, eyes wide with the notion of such extreme age._

_Gobber chuckles. "I was thinking more like sixteen. You know, when you're officially a man."_

_"I can't wait!" _

_Just then, a woman's wail sounds from the far side of the Hall, and they all turn to look as a sobbing woman is escorted outside by two grim-faced men. Gobber sobers instantly._

_"What's up with her?" Tuffnut asks._

_Gobber takes another, longer, drink of ale. "It's not all glory, you know. Not for everyone. Warriors die in battles, and though they go out with honor they still leave people behind. Be grateful none of you became orphans today."_

_They sink into sullen, thoughtful silence for a moment before Gobber's face splits into a grin. "But hey, it's over, we won, and tonight we celebrate as heroes!" He stands on the table and raises his mug. "To Thor, and the triumph he's given us!" he yells to the rest of the Hall._

_Everyone shouts and whoops in agreement, but Hiccup's eyes still linger on the open doors of the Hall through which he can still hear the woman's agonized weeping faintly between the victorious cheers._

In his childhood, war and battle and fighting had always been glamorized, made out to be glorious, manly things. Dragon attacks were both a blessing and a curse, because although crops and houses were ravaged the Vikings had the time of their lives. It was fun to be out killing dragons; it was exhilarating to be part of the fight. It was a chance for the youth of the village to go out and prove their worth.

Everyone except Hiccup, of course. Stay inside, Hiccup, while the rest of us go join in the fun. Don't try anything stupid, Hiccup, even though stupidity is what Vikings love best. You'll just make things worse, Hiccup, even though those weapon designs could do so much for us. Hiccup had obeyed, usually. Until he hadn't. And that was when everything changed.

Ever since the Dragon Peace began, fighting had become less of a priority and more of an occasional necessity. It had been a good change, with less people getting hurt less often.

That was why this battle was such an awful sight; for even as Hiccup watched, people went down as blades swung and maces twirled and patches of heather were turned dark red.

Stoick ran to join Hiccup, who was mounted on Toothless and poised to take off as soon as Stoick finished locking Savage's cell back up. His father was grim-faced as he swung himself onto Toothless' back, and Hiccup knew he must look the same way. Toothless leapt into the air and spread his wings, and with a twitch of the pedal they were heading towards the action.

"How are we going to warn everyone that the Beserkers are coming?" Hiccup asked Stoick.

"Just tell everyone you can," he answered in a low voice. "There's no organizing any sort of announcement in the midst of a battle."

Hiccup nodded as Toothless sank towards the fringes of the chaos, and drew his sword. He could see Outcast dragons approaching from beyond the enemy ships, and scanned the roiling mass of warriors for his fellow Riders. Stoick jumped off Toothless' back while simultaneously drawing his blade, dropping into the battle. Toothless began gaining altitude again, and let a roar that got everyone's attention.

"BESERKERS ARE COMING!" Hiccup yelled as they zoomed over the fighting. "BESERKERS ARE COMING FROM THE SOUTH!"

It wasn't subtle, but it was effective, and Hiccup could hear the Berkians passing the message on. There was a whooshing sound of wings from either side of him, and a glance told him the Riders had joined him. Astrid flew on his left, and their eyes met for a brief moment. She nodded, and they sped towards the approaching Outcast dragons and their riders.

Hiccup bent low over Toothless' back, wondering for a moment how his fellow dimensional warriors were faring.

* * *

><p>Merida had never been to war before.<p>

She was trained to fight, yes, she went hunting with her father all the time, and she had participated in brawls and battles with the best of the boys. But it had been a long time since war had split the peace, not since Mor'du's treachery and the fall of his three brothers that had resulted in the separation of the clans.

She had trained for this. But somehow it wasn't quite what she'd imagined.

She, Rapunzel and Jack had joined in the fighting together, but they were quickly split up. Merida couldn't help but feel slightly overwhelmed by the enormous Vikings that loomed far taller and wider than her. She wasn't always sure who was on her side and who wasn't, but she could tell once they started swinging axes at her face.

A heavy blade came swinging down at her, and she quickly raised her own sword to block it. The impact jolted through her arms and made her shoulders go numb, but she kept pushing back even as she came face to face with her attacker: a bearded Outcast with his teeth set in a snarl and a blood splatter on the side of his face. He growled, and Merida's nose wrinkled at his foul breath. With a surge of strength she pushed the offending blade back, ducking under the second swing and using her small size to get inside it. For a split second, the Outcast's torso was unguarded, but Merida didn't go for the critical blow. Instead, she nimbly flipped her sword so it was hilt up and smashed the Outcast hard under the chin. He stumbled backwards, and Merida knocked the sword out of his hand with a slash of her own weapon. She followed up with another hard blow with the hilt, this time to the side of his head. He dropped like a stone.

She paused for a breath, and there was a gust of wind as something flew over head, accompanied by a yell. She looked up in recognition of the voice; it was Hiccup, warning everyone of the approaching threat.

"What did he say?" a Berkian beside her asked.

"Beserkers are coming from the south," she answered, turning to face the asker.

The man nodded, and his eyes suddenly widened. "Behind you!"

Merida reacted, dropping to the ground and rolling out of the way as an axe swung over her head and buried itself into the grass where she had been standing. The Outcast struggled for a brief moment to pull the axe out of the ground, and as Merida regained her feet the Berkian tackled the Outcast to the ground. The two of them rolled away, locked in a wrestling match, and Merida scooped up a shield that the Outcast had dropped.

She turned around, wary of her exposed back. Another Outcast warrior approached her, this one with a spiked ball and chain. He raised the weapon and swung it once around his head before bringing it down towards her with a roar. She raised the shield and the ball slammed into it full force. She gasped at the shock that sent spikes of pain down her arms, and was forced down to one knee. Another blow knocked the shield from her numb hands and he raised the weapon again. Merida dodged the downward swing, but she barely avoided the upswing as the spiked ball grazed her arm between the armor on her upper and lower arm. A flash of fire raced up her arm and she knew it was bleeding, but it was a minor wound and she would get much worse if she didn't act soon.

The Outcast raised the weapon above his head in a double-handed grip, and Merida noticed that although the actual ball and chain were made of metal, the handle was wood. Gathering up her strength, she stood up and swung her sword in the same fluid motion, meeting the other man's strike on its way down. Her sharp blade sliced through the wood, severing the ball and chain and making the Outcast weaponless.

Weaponless, however, did not mean defenseless. The man did not seem too fazed by the loss of his weapon, and only growled as he formed his hand into a fist that crashed into her face with enough to power to cause her vision to blacken momentarily. When the darkness cleared, Merida was on her back and the man was towering over her, holding her own sword. Her head protested with a violent throb when she attempted to push herself up, and she sank back down with a moan. He raised the sword, and Merida raised her arms over her head in feeble protection, bracing herself for the cutting blow.

But it never came. There was a heavy thud and a loud clang, and when Merida peeked out from behind her arms she saw a Berkian woman had picked up the shield she had dropped earlier and whacked the man across the face with it. The man groaned, nose spurting blood between his fingers. The woman ruthlessly hit him again, the metal shield mercilessly beating him into unconsciousness.

The Berkian woman turned to Merida and offered a hand that she gratefully took, hauling her to her feet. Merida breathed through a brief moment of dizziness that blurred the edges of her vision.

"Are you alright?" the woman asked.

"Yes," Merida gasped. "Thank you."

"Don't mention it!" the woman replied cheerfully, returning Merida her shield and sword and rushing back into the action.

Merida laughed a little at the woman's enthusiasm, allowing herself to enjoy the adrenaline pumping through her before she followed, twirling her sword in her hand just because she could.

* * *

><p>Rapunzel had never been to war before.<p>

In fact, Rapunzel barely had any experience with fighting. She had read about it in books, about great wars for the sake of kingdoms, duels defending the family honor, and battles for a princess's hand. She had spent many long, lonely hours fantasizing about such adventures while the shadows on the tower floor lengthened and the clock on the wall tick-tocked her life away.

It was when Eugene came along that she finally got to experience something of these endeavors for herself, and it was both terrifying and wonderful at the same time. There had been times when she had been more scared than she had ever been in her life, but she wouldn't trade that journey from the tower for anything, anything at all.

She had never, however, experienced anything close to this level of violence before, not even when Gothel had killed Eugene. That had been quick, sudden, and over quickly. This battle was long, drawn out, and somehow worse because of the fact that the Vikings seemed to enjoy it, to a certain extent.

Well, she certainly wasn't.

The Outcast warrior she was facing wasn't very big compared to his fellows, and only looked to be about a few years older than her. His helmet was doing a good job at protecting him from her frying pan, even though it was becoming increasingly dented as she more and more frantically hit him with it, panic taking over and her brief experience in training flying right out the window. The Outcast growled in irritation and grabbed her wrist on the next hit, twisting it so she was forced the drop the frying pan.

He may have been small, but he was strong; Rapunzel tried in vain to pull her arm from his grip before having the sense to pull her dagger from its sheath with her free hand. She slashed it across his cheek, and he let her go with a cry of surprise and pain.

"Sorry, sorry!" she said before she could stop herself, scrambling away.

She scooped up her frying pan and tried to regain her bearings, when she thought she heard someone calling her name in the chaos.

"What?" she cried, looking around.

"Rapunzel!" she heard the call again, and Rapunzel noticed Gobber waving to her from some twenty feet away .

A dueling pair moved past her and she instinctively went forward as a stray strike whooshed too near her for comfort, narrowly missing slashing open the small of her back. She was suddenly glad she had kept her hair up instead of in the braid. It would have just been hacked off if she hadn't.

She ran towards Gobber, and he began leading her away from the main part of the battle. She jogged next to his side, wondering why he was headed in what looked like the direction of the Mead Hall.

"What?" she asked again, breathless.

Gobber looked around warily as he continued to hurry her away from the action. "Well, I don't know if you've noticed, princess, but you're not exactly fit for the battlefield."

Rapunzel agreed with him there, but she still felt rather offended. It wasn't like she was useless. "I can fight!" she protested half-heartedly.

"I'm not saying you can't, just that you might be of more use elsewhere." They were almost at the entrance of the Hall now, and Rapunzel could hear noise coming from inside, mostly consisting of shouts.

"What does that mean?" she asked.

In answer, Gobber pushed open the heavy doors to reveal the sight inside. "Welcome to the infirmary."

The shouting, Rapunzel realized, had been coming from a mixture of women and men that were both wounded warriors laid out on makeshift cots and nurses calling for attention. Some people seemed to be relatively unhurt, apart from deep gouges in their legs that kept them from walking or arrows sticking out of them in ways that hurt too much to move. Others were far worse off, and Rapunzel quickly turned her gaze away from anyone who was covered in more blood than her slightly roiling stomach could stand.

"Can you heal them?" Gobber asked her, meeting her eyes.

Rapunzel swallowed, already reaching up to let her hair down. "Of course," she said. "As long as… as long as they're not already… gone."

"No," Gobber insisted, putting a hand on her shoulder. "I mean can you _handle_ this?" He paused, then went one. "There's a man in the back with his guts half falling out. There's a woman in the side room whose arm is about one cut away from being separated from her body. There's an eighteen year old whose head has been bashed partly in and is barely even alive at all. Can you go in there and fix them without it being too much?"

Rapunzel opened her mouth and then shut it again, shaken by the descriptions and suddenly very, very aware of the groans of the agonized and the faint scent of blood drifting through the air. She felt light-headed all of a sudden, and her stomach turned slightly, and she thought, _No, no, I can't do that. I can't see that._

But then she remembered why she was even here in the first place. She glanced out the open doors, up to the sky- even though the clouds were thick and heavy in the already dark night, and she couldn't even see the moon. Someone, she knew, someone up there had decided she was worth bringing into this war, worth training to fight and worth being part of an alliance made of seasoned warriors. She wasn't a fighter, she knew that, and she realized that this, this right here, was why she had been acknowledged as part of this conflict at all.

So she would be strong and courageous and selfless, and she would heal those people even if the images of the dead and dying imprinted themselves on the backs of her eyelids for the rest of her life.

She nodded and met Gobber's eyes, pulling out her hairclips and letting her locks cascade down past her shoulders and to the ground.

Gobber smiled grimly and removed his hand from her shoulder. "The boy first," he said. "He's the closest to death."

She was led to the back of the Hall, which looked so much bigger with all the tables pushed to the sides. Gobber handed her over to one of the nurses before leaving to go rejoin the fight, and the nurse took her to the boy with the bashed in head. His name was Thuggory, she was informed, and he was in pretty bad shape.

He probably would have been handsome if it weren't for the big, bloodstained bandage wrapped precariously around his misshapen head. He was big and muscular with tanned skin and curly black hair peeking out from beneath the bandage, but in his unconscious state his face was young and vulnerable looking, and the steady feeling of nausea that had been making itself at home in her stomach gave way to sympathy and a strange feeling of controlled calm.

"Thuggory, if you can hear me, my name is Rapunzel." She said softly, reassuringly.

Thuggory didn't react. Not that she'd expected him to.

"I'm here to help," she said anyway. "You'll be just fine."

As she spoke, she wrapped some of her hair around the bandages that encased his head. She wasn't sure if her magic would work if her hair wasn't directly in contact with the wound, but she hoped it would. She didn't want to risk doing Thuggory anymore harm by exposing it.

She gently cleared her throat, opened her mouth, and began to sing.

"_Flower, gleam and glow…"_

The familiar glow began spreading through the strands like falling starlight.

"_Let your power shine…"_

A few heads were turning her way, gazing in awe at the magical healing taking place before them.

"_Make the clock reverse…"_

Thuggory's eyelids twitched, movement perceptible beneath them.

"_Bring back what once was mine…"_

The young man's eyes opened, hazy and unfocused, and Rapunzel saw they were a lovely shade of crystal blue. A lot, she thought idly, like Jack's.

"_What once was mine."_

Thuggory took a gasping breath and his eyes cleared. His gaze locked on Rapunzel, and she smiled at him as the light faded from her hair and she unwrapped it from around his head.

"Hello, Thuggory," she said kindly. "Are you feeling better?"

He gaped at her in awe. "Are you a goddess?"

She laughed a little. "Everyone keeps asking me that. No, I'm just a friend."

Thuggory sat up- perhaps a bit too quickly, for his face blanched and he tilted to one side.

Rapunzel steadied him. "Whoa, okay, why don't you take it easy for a little while? You just came back from the brink of death."

"But the battle…" he protested half-heartedly.

"They'll manage without you," she assured him. "Just rest up, alright?"

Thuggory looked more than relieved to hear her say that, and slumped back on his cot and promptly fell asleep.

The Viking nurse looked at him unsurely. "Er, shouldn't we keep him awake? I mean, he has a nasty blow to the head…"

"Had," Rapunzel corrected her. "He'll be fine, trust me. There are others who need my help."

"Of course," the nurse said. "Come on then, let's get to it."

Rapunzel stood up and followed, feeling strangely strong in the face of everyone else's sufferings, and no longer sick in the slightest. Here, she thought, was a place where she could make a difference.

* * *

><p>Jack had never been to war before.<p>

Okay, actually, that wasn't strictly true. There had plenty of war in Jack's lifetime. The French and Indian War, the American Revolutionary War, the War of 1812, the French Revolution, the Civil War, World War I, World War II, and countless others. The world was a mess, and bickering countries just never seemed capable of keeping their hands to themselves.

And then there was the whole thing with Pitch, but Jack didn't really count that as a war, since it had only lasted a few days. No, he had dubbed that as "The Pitch Crisis" instead. War seemed a rather melodramatic word for such a brief event. Not to mention he didn't want to give Pitch the satisfaction of having a war named after him. Although that might have been a moot point, because from what little Jack had managed to find out about the other Guardians' pasts, he was quite certain it wouldn't have been the first time Pitch had started a war.

In any case, Jack usually tried his best to stay away from the battles of whatever human war was happening. It wasn't as if he could do anything to help either side- and he didn't like to pick sides, anyway- because he was, after all, invisible and untouchable and all he would do was make the soldiers cold and miserable.

Of course, becoming a Guardian had changed all that. And so, here he was in the sky above Berk, unnoticed in the darkness of the night. That was helpful, since the Outcasts couldn't see where his icy attacks were coming from (not that they would necessarily be able to see him anyway, though Jack suspected they would since apparently everyone had heard of Jokul Frosti around here). It was like picking off fish in a barrel, freezing their feet together or encasing their weapons in ice or making them slip up on a patch of frozen ground. It was easy.

That is, until the dragon reinforcements arrived.

Hiccup and his team of Riders were handling the initial dragon attackers; Jack could see the bursts of flame burning brightly through the darkness and imprinting fiery images on his eyes and hear their shouts. But the new wave of dragons launching off from the Outcast ships went unnoticed by them in the frenzy, and after a moment of hovering indecision Jack decided to head them off.

One thing Jack had always noticed, especially in his early years a spirit, was how animals were always able to see him and sense him, even though humans couldn't. He had often wondered why, seeing as most animals weren't intelligent enough to actually have _belief _in anything. But then, he supposed, he was a part of nature now, just as they were. He'd learned over time that creatures of nature were more finely attuned to each other, a whole different type of world and community than the humans created for themselves. Animals saw him, and touched him, and those who thrived in winter were even attracted to him.

Dragons were animals too, albeit not native to Jack's world, and as creatures of fire they were not inclined to take a liking to Jack at all. This was made flagrantly obvious when the head of the reinforcement flock Jack was trying to stop roared at the sight of him and unleashed a blistering column of flame toward his face. Jack instantly dropped altitude and felt the fire whoosh over him, hot enough the momentarily steal the breath from his lungs and make his skin feel like it was melting. If it was possible for him to sweat, he would have, and almost wished he could.

Fire licked along the dragon's leathery skin, and Jack reached up from below it to drag the tip of his staff across the soft underside and leave a thick trail of frost behind. It hissed as it began melting almost immediately, and the dragon shrieked, loud and shrill, at the sudden, violent contrast between cold and hot on its body. It flailed in midair, pained. Its rider bellowed in fear and fury, trying to regain control of his mount but only managing to disorient them both even more and they went spinning towards the ground in a chaotic descent.

The rest of the flock (Herd? Pack? Gaggle? What exactly did you call a group of dragons, anyway?) screeched at the fall of their leader, turning their attention on Jack. He suddenly realized taking this on by himself probably hadn't been the smartest idea, especially since the cover of darkness wouldn't be much of a cover at all when dragons could see at night just as well as day.

Their riders, however… not so much.

Taking that to be his only advantage, Jack turned the focus of his attacks from the dragons to the Outcasts that rode them. He urged the wind to carry him upwards, narrowly missing several blasts of fire. Then, once he was directly above one of the dragons, dropped onto its back, hooked the crook of his staff around the Outcast's neck, and yanked him back. The rider yelled in anger, pulling a knife from his belt and making a downward slash at him, but he jumped backwards and the knife plunged into the dragon's tail instead. The dragon roared and bucked both of them off, Jack backpedaling a safe distance away in midair and the Outcast halting his plunge by grabbing onto the tail of one of his fellows' dragon. The dragon, startled, let out a burst of flame into the face on another, and the two immediately engaged in a biting, slashing, flaming battle while their riders struggle to gain control.

With a few pokes and prods and ice blasts here and there, Jack managed to escalate the conflict and soon what had once been the reinforcement group became a roaring, growling, screeching mass of angry, fighting dragons, and riders just holding on for dear life.

Jack paused a moment, allowing himself a laugh at the ridiculousness of it. But he didn't get to enjoy it for very long, for it was then that a very heavy, very solid, very _hot _something slammed into his back and began dragging them both towards the ground. Jack twisted around in its grip to see it was a dragon, another of the types that set itself aflame, and was vaguely panicked to see that the cotton shirt beneath his leather armor had caught on fire. He could feel the heat, strangely not so bad at first, but getting worse and more painful by the second, and the basic instinct to _get away_ _put it out stop it stop it NOW _put extra strength in his limbs as he tried in vain to escape the dragon's claws. Even his ice and frost had little effect on it, for this particular dragon was already mortally hurt- he could see the dimness of its eyes, smell blood sizzling on its hide- and was simply determined to take him down with it.

Jack glanced quickly below and was half relieved, half horrified to see they weren't hurtling toward the ground, but rather the dark, choppy waters of the ocean.

He yelled (and no, it certainly wasn't a scream, even though the claws were digging into his flesh and drawing blood and the fire was blistering his skin and the very last thing he wanted was to go plunging into that dark, dark water) and struggled with renewed strength, finally managing to loosen the dragon's claws as its strength died along with the rest of it.

Not soon enough, though, and the water felt like a ton of bricks as the two of them slammed into it, sinking down in a flurry of bubbles and steam. For one blissful second, the cold enveloped him like a fresh snow bank, soothing his burnt midsection and calming the rapid thumping of his heart. But then he registered the lack of air and his pulse sped back up again.

He didn't really _need _air, strictly speaking, he wasn't even technically _alive_, but that didn't mean he was comfortable without it. And besides, he really, really, _really _didn't want to relive this again.

He still had his staff, thankfully, had kept a death grip on it the entire fall, and focused on one goal: _get out._

Jack couldn't swim (he wouldn't even be here if he could), but desperation was enough to get him flailing to the surface, and the moment he broke through, gasping, the wind wrapped around him and shot him up, up, up, away from the water, freezing the droplets on his skin into little beads of ice and thin layers of frost. Jack looked down and saw the dimming glow of the dead dragon's sinking body fading beneath the waves, and shivered.

He took a moment to breath, cataloguing the rapidly healing burns and claw punctures on his midsection, running a hand through his hair and freezing it into his preferred wild spikes.

He heard a rumble, low and loud but growing louder, and for a moment he thought it was thunder. Until, that is, he looked towards the battlefield and saw a swarm of people storming over the southern hills, and recognized the sound to be the war cry of battle-hungry men. The Beserkers had arrived, and they were heading straight towards the battlefield- and, by default, the village, where Jack could see women and children running, screaming. His heart twisted, and he urged the wind to carry him towards them.

Already an hour or so in, and this battle showed no signs of slowing.

It was a going to be a very long night, he thought grimly.

* * *

><p><strong>It's been so long, you probably don't even remember what reviews I'm replying to. But here goes.<strong>

**iwanttobeaneverdeen: I'll try to get some Jarida hints in there somewhere, but you might have to search for them. Sometimes I don't even realize I've written them until I go back and re-read.**

**Guest 1: Yeah no I don't even know what pairings I'm aiming for anymore so I guess we'll just have to see where it goes. Romance. Gah. I suck at it.**

**KrazyCat6167: I think I'd rather take the metal boot to the head, because I wouldn't wish stepping on a Lego on my worst enemy.**

**Guest 2: Thanks for the motivation; I am sorely in need of it!**


	14. Laugh, I Nearly Died

**Hello wonderful readers! Have I told you how amazing you all are to still be here? I seriously love you.**

**So I haven't seen HTTYD2 yet. Is it good? No spoilers please!**

* * *

><p><span>Chapter 13: Laugh, I Nearly Died<span>

_"The best laid plans of mice and men often go awry."_

-Robert Burns

* * *

><p>The storm arrived at the same time as the Beserkers. The dark clouds that had been looming all night were suddenly split open with white lightning that illuminated the Beserker army as it rushed onto the village like a tidal wave. A deep, crackling peal of thunder followed seconds later, though not loud enough to drown out the war cries.<p>

It was quite a cinematic coincidence, and Jack marveled for a moment at the fact that such things really did happen. Although, according to the yells of the Vikings below, it was hardly a coincidence- they seemed to think their thunder god, Thor, was behind it. Jack privately thought that if such a being did indeed exist to orchestrate it, he could afford to be a tad bit less cliché.

Then he inwardly chastised himself for psychoanalyzing a bolt of lightning and roll of thunder when there were more important things to be done and lives to be saved.

The Beserkers went after the children; that was their first big mistake. Most of the warriors made for the battlefield, but a sizable amount ransacked the village, looting the houses and capturing the women and children- presumably to become hostages or prisoners of war or even slaves. The frightened cries of the children were what incensed Jack more than anything; after all, it was just common sense- if you valued your personal well-being, you _did not_ harm children in the presence of a Guardian of Childhood.

There was a small knot of kids, probably the oldest no more than eight, that was fleeing a group of five big Beserkers. Jack noticed them from above, and saw as they ran down an alley between two houses only to find it a dead end. They turned to face their pursuers, who grinned nastily as they slowly approached their prey. The tallest, oldest boy stepped forward with a length of metal in his shaking hands, obviously intending to defend himself and the others despite his own fear. Jack felt a surge of pride for this small boy whom he had never before met, admiring his courage, even as he swooped down onto the roof and into the alley to protect him.

He placed himself in a defensive position between the children and the Beserkers, staff raised threateningly. "Leave them alone," he warned, his voice low and dangerous.

They laughed; second big mistake. "What are you going to do?" The lead brute asked. "Poke us with a stick?"

Jack smirked. "Something like that, yeah."

They laughed again, and then drew their swords and advanced on him, and the kids behind him. Third big mistake.

Three strikes, you're out.

He was on them in a blur of blue and brown, nimbly avoiding the slashes of their swords. Within moments, he had them on the ground, knocked out cold- literally. With various body parts frozen in solid blocks of ice, Jack doubted they would be going anywhere anytime soon.

He turned to face the children, the trembling eight year old still clutching his piece of metal. "It's alright," he soothed. "You're alright."

The boy blinked, then dropped the metal with a gasp. "Thank you, mister," he breathed.

Jack grinned. He was loving this Jokul Frosti, be seen by everyone perk. "No problem, kiddo. Now let's go find your guys' parents, okay?"

Jack picked up a couple of the smaller kids, then made sure the older ones were following. Quickly and silently he led them to an empty barn on the edge of the village and slipped inside, putting down the kids on the soft hay.

"Stay here," he told the children urgently. "I'm going to go find all the other kids and whoever else was being chased, alright? I'll be back, promise."

They nodded, and Jack left the barn and headed back towards the center of the village where the Beserkers were rounding up the women, children, and elderly who had been captured. He started planning how he was going to defeat all the Beserkers and get all the hostages away to the barn. It was a big undertaking, even for him, but everyone else had their hands full in the battle as it was. Besides he had the wind and ice on his side, so that was an advantage, if a slight one.

The odds weren't exactly in his favor, but hey. He'd done crazier things.

* * *

><p>Duck, roll, fly, fire, dive, up, down, dodge.<p>

In the midst of a dragon flight hundreds of feet above the earth, Hiccup's higher reasoning skills blanked out and gave way to the most basic of commands. It was a good thing he and the dragon riders had had all those training sessions, because now- when it really mattered- they moved in tandem, shouting out commands and warnings without conscious thoughts. The small part of Hiccup's mind that wasn't focused on surviving the battle took note of this and was immensely pleased; he enjoyed this effortless unity he still had yet to achieve with his fellow dimensional warriors.

Even Ruff and Tuff had seemed to be able to finally work together, both heads of their dragon coordinating for once.

Over and under, around and around they went, turning the enemy Outcasts and their own dragons so they barely even knew which way was up anymore. They were clearly amateurs at dragon-riding, inexperienced and green. Hiccup's flawless fighting force beat them back easily, and pride swelled up in his chest.

The rain pelting down and the occasional flashes of lightning were a bit distracting, but part of Hiccup reveled in the chaos of it, awash in adrenaline-fueled battle lust.

It didn't take very long for the airborne Outcasts to make the wise decision to retreat (at least temporarily), and Hiccup signaled to the others to land and recover. They did this on an empty, grassy cliff, able to look down at the fighting. Hiccup scanned the carnage, his mind immediately jumping to strategy mode as he began thinking up scenarios that could swing the battle in their favor.

"Is everyone alright?" Astrid inquired from behind him.

Hiccup nodded his head automatically, and he heard murmured reassurances from the others. He turned to see for himself, and saw that although they were a bit banged up, there was nothing beyond some blood, bruises, and minor burns. Nothing the high of adrenaline couldn't power through. He nodded in approval.

"You guys are doing amazing. They didn't stand a chance," he praised them.

The twins grinned in agreement and Astrid smiled at him, their eyes meeting and lingering for a moment. Hiccup turned to Toothless, giving him a quick once-over and finding no serious injuries. He patted him on the side of the head.

"Good job, bud."

Toothless snorted softly in thanks and gently butted his forehead against Hiccup's.

Astrid walked up to the edge of the cliff, looking out at the battlefield, and Hiccup joined her.

"We're outnumbered," Astrid noted grimly. "And fighting on two fronts. Those aren't very good odds."

Hiccup nodded, observing how, even as the Outcasts were pushed back, the Beserkers closed in. The battle had been going on for hours now, and their own fighters had to be growing weary.

"We need to think of something…" Hiccup said, more to himself than anyone else.

"Probably some drastic and crazy plan," Astrid replied anyway. "Those are your specialty, right, Hiccup?"

Hiccup laughed. "So long as they work, I don't see anyone complaining."

"So…" Snotlout sidled up on his other side. "What _are _we going to do, then?"

Hiccup sighed and ran a hand through his dripping hair. Thankfully, the rain had slowed to a steady drizzle, though the thunder and lightning were still going strong. Dangerous conditions to be flying in, but they had no other choice.

They needed a quick way to end this battle; they needed to force a retreat. But how to do this when they lacked the advantage? Hiccup's mind raced, noticing formations in the armies below and taking note of weak spots. Slowly, some semblance of a plan formed.

"How many people in the village have Zipplebacks?" he asked, turning to Ruff and Tuff.

They shrugged in unison. "I dunno," Tuff said. "Twenty, maybe?"

"Okay, okay," Hiccup muttered. He bent down and picked up a stick, drawing in the mud. "So this is the battlefield, right? The Outcasts have their back to the sea, and the Beserkers are coming from inland. That means we're stuck in between. But there's also this bay to the west, which is full of our empty, unused ships."

He drew a few lines as he continued to indicate his points. "We need to get all the Zipplebacks we can, and have them set up a line of gas directly behind the Beserker forces, in the south. We'll ignite it and force them forward, and then keep pushing the line of fire forward so they're forced to head towards the sea- and the Outcasts."

Another line here, and there. "Meanwhile, our people will flood west and get on the ships in the bay, safe from the fire, and the whole Beserker army will be forced to share the Outcast ships. We'll send a group to the other side of the island to burn the Beserker ships. They won't be able to form any sort of productive attack like that, and our forces can wait out the flames on our ships while they have to retreat."

Astrid hitched an eyebrow. "So basically… your plan is to burn the village and the battlefield down?"

"We've rebuilt a burnt village plenty of times before," Hiccup reasoned. "We can do it again."

"But…" Fishlegs said, "There are people _in _the village. Kids. Elderly. And the hurt ones are holed up in the Mead Hall."

Hiccup looked up, out over the war torn landscape again. He hadn't thought of that.

"Okay," he said, looking back down at his muddy diagram and scribbling some more. "Then we'll move everyone who isn't fighting to the Hall and set up a defensive circle armed with water around it to keep it from catching fire."

"This plan is insane," Astrid declared.

"And yet you're not surprised," Hiccup answered with a grin, standing up. "Let's get on it then. Snotlout, you get some people to go burn the Beserker ships. Fishlegs, gather a group for protecting the Hall. Astrid, get down to the battlefield and get people aware of the plan. Ruff, Tuff, get your fellow Zipplebacks and go start a massive fire. I'll round up everyone in the village and get them to the Hall."

Given their assignments, Snotlout, Fishlegs, and Ruff and Tuff mounted their dragons and took off, the latter cackling with glee at the prospect of destruction. Astrid hung back.

"Your dad isn't going to be happy with this," she pointed out.

"My dad is rarely happy with anything we do," Hiccup reminded her. "And if this helps us win, I'm sure he'll get over it."

Astrid laughed. "Yeah. Okay, well, be careful, alright?"

"You too."

Astrid gave him a quick kiss on the cheek before hopping on Stormfly and soaring off.

Hiccup swung himself onto his own dragon's back. "Alright, Toothless," he said cheerily. "Let's go burn down the village. Just like old times for you, huh?"

Toothless roared his approval and they took off. They hovered once they reached the village, searching for civilians out in the open. There was a surprising lack of them, until Hiccup spotted Jack hurrying down a path with two kids in his arms, one on his back with her arms wrapped around his neck, and two trailing close behind with their hands linked. His staff was tucked under one arm.

"Jack!" he called out, going down to land.

Jack's attention flicked to him and he continued, "How do you feel about fire?"

Jack gave him a weird look. "Uh, I'm not really a fan. Winter spirit and all. Why?"

Hiccup quickly relayed the plan as they continued down the pathway towards a big barn. Jack looked both doubtful of and impressed by the idea. "So what do you want me to do?" the Guardian asked when he had finished.

By this time, they were just arriving at the closed barn doors. "Well, I was thinking you could help me round up everyone in the village."

Jack smiled. "Funnily enough, I've already done that." He nudged open one of the doors with his hip and set down the kids in his arms, who then ran into the barn. Hiccup peered inside and saw it was filled with people. The girl on Jack's back and the two behind him also went inside, running to their mother.

"Well that's helpful. Now all we have to do is move them up to the Mead Hall."

This proved easier than the two of them had hoped; since the Beserkers that had previously been ransacking the village had quickly grown bored with the lack of victims and moved on to sate their thirst for violence on the battlefield.

The Mead Hall was warm and dry as they opened the big doors and let the villagers file in. Though it smelled a bit like blood and vomit inside, at least it was safe. Hiccup stepped forward and tripped over something, and looking down he saw thick tresses of golden hair.

"Looks like Rapunzel's here," he told Jack, following the hair's path across the room where the blonde healer was sitting next to a sleeping woman.

She looked up at the commotion of the new arrivals, and her face lit up at the sight of them. "Jack! Hiccup!" she called, running on light feet over to them. She grabbed in a hug first Jack, and then Hiccup. "Are you two alright?" she asked, gripping Hiccup's chin in a bossy sort of way and inspecting a cut on his face.

"I'm fine, Rapunzel," he assured her.

She turned to Jack, eyes widening at his bloody shirt. "You're bleeding!" she exclaimed, going to roll up his shirt so as to better see the wound.

Jack caught her hands and pulled her away. "No, I'm not. It's healed. Perks of being a spirit. Don't worry."

He let go and she pulled her hands back, blushing slightly before looking around. "Where's Merida? Is she with you?"

"She's still out there," Hiccup said. "She's fine, I'm sure." _I hope. _Hiccup was struck suddenly by the realization that he had no idea how Merida was, or if she was even alive. Worry gnawed at his insides, but he forced himself to focus. "We're hoping to end this battle soon," he told Rapunzel, and proceeded to explain the plan.

She tilted her head. "Will that really work?"

Hiccup looked outside the Hall, and saw the green clouds of gas rolling over the hills, only a spark away from turning into an inferno. Fishlegs descended from the sky with a group of other dragon riders, all of them with big buckets of water in tow. Everything was set up and ready for the final stand.

He turned back to Rapunzel. "I hope so."

Then someone out there lit a spark, and fire came roaring down the hills like an army of its own.

* * *

><p>Like most of Hiccup's Fiendishly Clever But Desperate Plans, it worked.<p>

Somehow.

The Beserkers, predictably, ran from the fire as if it were Hel herself on their heels, heading straight toward their Outcast allies and the choppy waters of the ocean. Astrid must have done her job, because as soon as the gas ignited the warriors of Berk sprinted full force towards the boats that waited in the bay. Dragons hovered over the fire, urging it forward with more flame and fanning it with their wings. A few of Berk's aerial forces encouraged the enemies to flee by chasing after them even after they had climbed into their boats. Burning and overburdened, the enemy ships retreated back to the sea.

And Hiccup stood on the hill outside the Mead Hall and watched his world burn.

The drizzling water from the clouds above continued long after the thunderous lightning ceased, until the gray light of dawn touched the cloudy horizon. It sometimes sporadically intensified into a brief downpour, and eventually the flaming heather hissed out into smoke, and scorched, blackened buildings in the village collapsed under the weight of the rain. Everything smelled like smoke. It was a depressing sight to say the least; not what one would expect from a victory.

The warriors on the boats sailed to the main port and trudged their way up the hill, bloody and dirty and wet but singing praises of victory anyway. A solemn procession trailed some ways behind the rejoicing, people carrying their cargo wrapped in whatever cloth could be found on the ships; the bodies of the dead.

Funeral ships were already being prepared; Vikings did not wait long after death to give their loved ones a send-off to Valhalla. Hiccup knew there would be many more flames lighting up the sky later.

Hiccup watched as most headed straight for the Mead Hall, while some decided to see if anything could be salvaged from the village and the procession of the dead made way for the Academy (which had also remained mostly untouched by the fire), where they would be able to make funeral preparations in peace.

A red-headed figure detached from the main group, and Merida walked over to Hiccup. He smiled in relief at seeing her among the living, and she returned the gesture.

"Good to see you alive, Hiccup," she said cheerily. "I heard that fire was your idea. Got a flair for dramatics, hm?"

Hiccup grimaced. "You gotta do what you gotta do, I guess." He paused, taking note of the gashes and bruises along her arms and face. "Rapunzel and Jack are inside. You should go join them, get some food and rest up."

She nodded, but didn't leave. "Aren't you coming?"

Hiccup hesitated, glancing at the blackened battlefield again. There were probably bodies down there, he thought morbidly. Outcasts, Beserkers, maybe even some missing Berkians. Maybe the fire had already taken care of them, but if not then someone would have to go find them and take care of them properly. Hiccup didn't envy whoever had that job. There were still some of their own warriors unaccounted for; come to think of it, Hiccup hadn't yet seen his father, or Gobber, or the other Riders since the fire had started. Maybe he should go out and look for them, or maybe they were already in the Hall, or maybe he should just stay here and wait…

Merida nudged his shoulder. "You look dead on your feet, Hic. Come inside and relax. You deserve it."

Hiccup sighed but acquiesced. "Okay."

After that there was food and singing, celebration and mead (which maybe Hiccup shouldn't have had much of but he was_ sixteen _for Odin's sake and he'd just won them a battle so he figured he deserved it), and speeches given about the favor of the gods, the noble sacrifice of the fallen, and the cowardly enemy that had run away.

Many people came up to him with thanks and compliments and offers to sit with them, but Hiccup liked sticking to celebrating with his friends, both old and new. His father included him and his friends in a toast and came over to express his pride personally, which made Hiccup feel even better.

The mead and the fading vestiges of adrenaline made him tired, and mid-afternoon he fell asleep right there at the table.

When he awoke, the Hall was much quieter, the atmosphere more sober. People were filing out the open doors, through which Hiccup could see the stars twinkling in the black sky. He got up and joined them, walking into the crisp night air and following the procession down to the shore of the sea.

Small boats lined the edge of the shore, half in the water and half stuck in the sand. Each held a single figure wrapped in a shroud. Some also had weapons or other personal items, tucked in place with care. Hiccup spotted his friends in the solemn lineup of people, and went over to join them. He slipped in between Jack and Astrid, nodding to acknowledge them before turning to face the water.

Stoick stepped forward, a torch held in hand and a scroll of paper in the other, and any whispers among the crowd hushed. Then he began to speak, voice loud and deep and full; the voice of a chief.

"Yesterday, a great battle was fought. It was a battle against those we now call our enemies, but once upon a time were friends. Thanks to our brave warriors, we won that battle; but the victory did not come without sacrifices. Tonight, we honor those that gave their lives so that we may continue their noble battle; tonight, they will feast in Valhalla!"

He raised his torch for emphasis, and a great roar of approval swept through the crowd.

Stoick then unrolled the scroll and began to read the list of those among the dead. When he had finished, he brought the torch to the parchment and set it alight before placing it in one of the boats; presumably the one holding the eldest man that had died. He pushed the boat into the water, and the wind caught in its sails and pushed it farther out to sea. Moments later, a line of people simultaneously pushed the rest of the boats out to follow. Up on the cliffs, archers loosed a line of flaming arrows to set the boats alight.

Just as they caught fire, the dragons let out a long, mournful call in unison. The Vikings looked on in silence, but as the ships sailed like stars to be swallowed by the horizon some began to sing.

For a long time they stood there, singing and watching, until the last flickers of light faded. Then they turned to go back to the Mead Hall, presumably for more drinking and celebrations of the lives of those they'd lost.

Hiccup was bone-weary, however, and feeling drained. He went instead towards the shelters that some Vikings had set up for sleeping until the village could be rebuilt. By some unspoken consensus, Jack, Rapunzel, and Merida joined him.

The shelter wasn't much; basically just a roof and three walls. But there were blankets and it was warmer than being outside, so Hiccup curled up on the ground, pulled a blanket around him, and closed his eyes. Toothless' breath brushed over his face as the dragon curled up around him, his side solid and warm. Hiccup listened to the dragon's heartbeat as he drifted into sleep.

* * *

><p>Merida dreamed about blood.<p>

She saw swords flashing in the light, their edges darkened by it. She saw wine goblets overflowing with it. She saw her hands darkly stained by it.

She saw herself plunge her blade deep into a man's stomach, and it flowed from him in rivers until she was drowning in it.

There was just… _so much blood_.

She woke up just as her head slipped under the river of thick, dark red. She was sweating slightly, and the smell of copper stayed sharp in her nostrils for a moment before the familiar smoky scent of the battle-ravaged Berk filtered back in. She didn't have time to ponder the dream, however, as she became aware of hushed whispers.

"Wake up. Hey. Jack. Rapunzel. Merida. Hiccup. Wake up now. _Hey_."

The voice rose in volume on the final word, and the others startled awake. Merida sat up, and squinted through the gloom to make out the figure stooped at the entrance of the shelter.

"Gobber?" Hiccup's voice was bleary and slightly irritated. "What's going on?"

"You need to go," the large man said. "Come on now."

"Go where?" Jack asked. Out of all of them, he seemed to be the most aware.

"Dunbroch. We just received a distress call."

Merida's mind and senses instantly sharpened. "Why? What happened?"

"We don't really know. The signal wasn't clear."

Merida stood up, heart racing. "Let's go. Let's go _now_."

"Merida, just calm down for a minute," Rapunzel said softly.

"No, we have to go. My _family's_ there." Her mother's face came into clear focus in her mind, her father's laugh, and the triplets' devilish smiles. "They could be hurt, we have to go."

"And we will," Rapunzel assured her. "Just give us a few minutes to get ourselves together. Alright?"

Merida took a breath and nodded. "Yes. Okay."

Gobber moved aside from the entrance to the shelter, and Merida stepped outside. The first sun rays were just beginning to creep over the horizon, and the smell of smoke had greatly diminished. Jack followed her out, then Rapunzel, her hair gathered in her arms. Hiccup came last, Toothless right behind him. He stretched his arms above him, jaw wide open in a yawn.

"Man, I'm tired," he said through the yawn." I need some cold water in the face or some-"

He was cut off by a faceful of fresh, icy snow. He jerked back, blinking in shock before turning a glare on Jack. Jack looked back innocently.

"Better?" he asked sweetly.

Merida didn't have the patience to let the banter continue, and tugged on Jack's arm. "Come _on."_

The others were weary, she could see that. If not for the hot worry spiking through her veins, she would be able to realize how sore and tired she was herself. They had had but a single day to recover from their last battle and were now rushing into another, which was probably ill-advised and dangerous, but Merida didn't care. Her home was in trouble. Her people were in trouble.

Jack seemed to recognize the barely concealed panic on her face, and didn't protest as she dragged him over to where Gobber waited, the other two following.

"Like I said, the signal wasn't very clear," Gobber said, pulling out a snow globe. "It was your mother's voice, Merida, but there was no visual and all we could really hear were the words 'help', 'attack', and 'stone circle'."

Merida's hands clenched into fists. If someone was attacking her mother, they were going to regret it.

"She must be at the Stone Circle in the woods," she said. "That's where we need to go."

Gobber nodded and handed her the snow globe. Destination in mind, she smashed the globe on the ground, opened the portal, and stepped through.

The first thing she registered was the sweet, wet smell of Dunbroch's grass after rain. The second thing she noticed was that she had suddenly gone from the soft orange of Berk's dawn to Dunbroch's purple twilight.

The third thing she noticed was that the Stone Circle was empty and still.

The others came through and the portal closed, leaving them in strange silence. A moment passed without movement of any sort. Then Jack stepped forward, shifting in confusion.

"Where is everyone?" he asked, and although his voice was instinctively hushed, it sounded achingly loud in the quiet. The strangely oppressive quiet.

"Are you sure this is the right place?" Rapunzel questioned her.

"I'm sure," she said. "This is the Stone Circle."

There weren't even any nature sounds, no wind in the leaves, no hooting owl, no animals prowling through the underbrush. Her nerves prickled, and she suddenly realized she'd left her sword in Berk. She reached for her bow instead. "Something's wrong."

"Indeed." The new voice was deep and echoic, and they all jumped at the sound. A man had seemingly appeared from nowhere, standing at the edge of the Circle between two rocks. The figure was instantly familiar to Merida, though she had only seen him- at least as a human- once.

"Mor'du," she breathed.

"Children," he replied, inclining his head but not making any advance. "I've heard much about your alliance."

"You've been busy, too, I see." This time it was a woman's voice from the opposite side of the circle, and though Merida was loath to turn her back on Mor'du, Rapunzel's strangled sound of surprise made her turn. The blonde was staring at the dark haired woman in horror.

"Hello, flower," the woman- Gothel, it had to be- greeted as she leaned casually against a stone. "All grown up and gone to war, I see. Killing me not enough? Now you take down whole armies, too?"

Rapunzel opened and closed her mouth, no words escaping in her shock.

"I still don't know how you all managed to do that," a third foreign voice groused, this time gruff and masculine. A large bearded man stepped out from a rock on their right.

Merida could barely hear Hiccup's soft whisper of "_Alvin_" over Toothless' deep-throated growl, but she didn't need to in order to know they were in deep trouble.

"A trap," Jack declared, staff raised and eyes narrowed. "It's a trap."

"You seem to be very good at walking into those, hm, Jack?" The smoothly accented voice on the left completed the villainous circle, and Merida watched as Jack glared at the tall shadowed man.

"Pitch," Jack acknowledged, voice low. "Long time no see."

Pitch raised an eyebrow. "For you, perhaps. Who's to say I haven't been watching _you_?"

Jack blinked, as Rapunzel found her voice. "What do you want?" Her eyes were still fixed on Gothel.

"At the moment?" the older woman shrugged and straightened. "Dark chocolate, a bottle of aged red wine… and you."

"All four of you, really," Alvin added. "So your choices are: surrender and come easily, or fight and still come with us."

"I suggest you take the first option," Mor'du said.

"Especially," smirked Pitch, "As you are vastly outnumbered."

Even as he spoke, yellow eyes formed in the lengthening shadows and dark horses of sand stepped into view: nightmares. At least twenty of them.

Instinctively, the four of them stepped back, their backs pressed together.

"How did you send that distress signal?" Merida asked, heart racing, stalling for more time. "Where's my mum?"

"She's fine, I assume," Gothel answered. Then her voice changed to that of Merida's mother, sending chills up her spine. "I just used a simple vocal manipulation charm. Beginner magic, really."

"But stop trying to avoid the question," Alvin snarled. "What's it gonna be? Are you going to come quietly?"

The four of them gave each other quick glances, before speaking at the same time.

"I don't think so."

"Nope."

"Not gonna happen."

"Door number two, please."

There was a moment of silence.

"An unwise decision," Pitch finally said. "But not unexpected." He then snapped his fingers, and the nightmares rushed upon them.

In hindsight, they never really had much of a chance.

Merida was armed only with her bow and arrows, which weren't well-suited to close range battling. She shot every nightmare she aimed at, but for every horse destroyed two more took its place from the shadows. Rapunzel used her frying pan with a vengeance, but her hair was still down and got stepped on and pulled and tangled up in hooves, and she cried out in pain. Hiccup used his sword like the best of swordsmen, but sheer numbers were overwhelming him. Toothless couldn't fly away without Hiccup, and didn't seem to be willing to risk hitting anything that wasn't a nightmare with his plasma blasts. The area around Jack was quickly turning into a blizzard, with ice and snow and biting wind going every which way, but everyone time he tried to fly he was tackled back to the ground by at least four nightmares.

Merida saw Mor'du in the fray, morphing into his bear form. Gothel darted here and there, dagger flashing in her hand. Alvin was far from subtle, huge axe swinging. But Pitch, where was Pitch? She backed up against one of the rocks, searching-

And suddenly, something slammed into her midsection, blunt force pushing her back against the stone and stealing the breath from her lungs.

Everything seemed to freeze in place, and Merida saw her friends staring at her in horror. Idly wondering what they were gawking at, Merida looked down, and blinked in surprise at the spear protruding from her chest.

"_Oh_," she gasped.

"Merida!" That was Hiccup's voice, she knew that, but she couldn't really think beyond the intrusion in her body.

Strangely, it didn't hurt so badly at first. But as she watched and the wound began to bleed, her brain suddenly seemed to realize that it was supposed to hurt. A dull throb started at the center of the wound, but the pain quickly grew in intensity like a sharp, blazing fire kindling in her chest, and she fell to her knees with a delayed cry.

And _there _was Pitch, he was standing right in front of her, and he was reaching down, and he pulled the spear out of her chest with a quick tug, and _that _felt like her muscles were being ripped out, and a scream tore from her lips, and there were others screaming too, screaming her name, but somehow she couldn't hear them past the rushing in her ears.

The blood was pouring out faster now, and it was getting all over her clothes, and her hands, and she suddenly remembered the dream she'd had, and she remembered the blood, and she remembered drowning in it. And she looked up at Pitch, who was watching her with no expression and cold yellow eyes, and for some reason she sharply recalled being a wee lass and the monster-shaped shadows on the floor at night, and remembered the strange sounds the woods made when she was exploring alone as a girl, and she remembered thinking she'd lost her mother forever, and she just wanted to curl up in a ball and hide, but she couldn't because it hurt, it _hurt, _and she couldn't breathe because she was drowning in blood…

Then, mercifully, Pitch was gone and she didn't have to look in those eyes anymore. But somehow this was worse, because now she could see Toothless roaring and trapped under a net, and Hiccup struggling to escape Alvin's grasp, and Rapunzel screaming as Gothel pulled her away by the hair, and Jack yelling for release as ropes of black sand wrapped around his limbs and dragged him into the shadows, and Mor'du just watching it all.

She had to get up, she had to help her friends, she couldn't let them be taken…

But the creeping darkness on the edges of her vision didn't give her much of a choice, gently shushing her screams as it wrapped her up and took her away into its warm oblivion.

* * *

><p><strong>MWAHAHA CLIFFHANGER!<strong>

**I don't write cliffhangers all that often, so rage at me in the reviews all you like but don't deny me this pleasure. Especially since I've been waiting all story to get here. ALL. STORY.**

**My knowledge of Viking funerals is limited, so please excuse any historical errors there. I took some liberties.**

**Now! Review reply time!**

**Ali: You're welcome. And there's little romance because I think everyone else has got that base covered in regards to ROTBTD fics, don't you? **

**KrazyCat6167: Ohhh, I am ****_fully _****aware of who Octavian is. Ugh. He deserves all that and more. I didn't like him from the moment he killed Percy's panda.**

**PumpkinSpice: Thank you for ****_your _****awesomeness, my friend!**

**LovePJ: Has it really? Wow. And we're not even really almost done.**

**FaitheFenyx: Thank you :)**

**Guest 1: I was going for a different feel, yeah. You know what they say. If you want things done right...**

**Guest 2: Indeed.**

**Guest 3: Slowly but surely!**

**Smaug Fan1: You have no idea how glad I am to hear that :D**

**Guest 4: You can never get enough battle scenes if you ask me. They're a pain to write but so fun to read!**


	15. Darkness, My Old Friend

**So this is kinda shorter than usual, but it's basically a transition chapter and I figured I might as well give you all something.**

**Warnings for mild torture, nightmares, scary images, etc... This ain't a Disney movie, kids.**

**Or... well... you know what I mean.**

* * *

><p><span>Chapter 14: Darkness, My Old Friend<span>

"_Hello darkness, my old friend/ I've come to talk to you again/ Because a vision softly creeping/ Left it's seeds while I was sleeping."_

- Simon & Garfunkel, "The Sound of Silence"

* * *

><p>Hiccup privately thought that Alvin could do with a change in décor.<p>

He had been thrown into a different cell than last time, but it was much the same: stone walls, dirt floor, barred door of twisted metal. It was bigger, though, and this time he'd been chained in manacles to the wall. On the other side of the room, Toothless was chained to the opposite wall; though not in full-body restraints this time, he was muzzled and the chains looked quite sturdy. The red fabric of his false tail was gone, too, and his saddle. Apparently Alvin had wised up and realized that without the prosthetics, Hiccup and Toothless wouldn't be able to get very far even if they did somehow manage to break out of the chains and escape the cell.

Toothless was unconscious, and Hiccup wasn't sure what Alvin had done to knock him out (it was no easy feat to overpower a dragon, mind) but it couldn't have been good.

"Toothless!" Hiccup called across the room, his voice bouncing back harshly off the rocky walls. Toothless' tail twitched, but other than that he didn't stir. Hiccup strained against the chains, but they only let him move a yard or two forward before pulling taut. "Toothless!" he cried again, but there was still no response.

Hiccup sat down heavily, allowing himself a moment to contemplate how seriously screwed he probably was. No one that could help him knew he'd been captured, Alvin was taking more precautions to assure he didn't escape this time, and the others were-

The others.

Hiccup's heart kicked up a few notches as he realized he had no idea what had happened to them. He remembered seeing Jack and Rapunzel being taken by their own enemies, and Merida…

Merida had been bleeding out on the ground, her dress turned black with blood and the rock behind her smeared with crimson. Hiccup swallowed hard, trying hard to dispel the image from his brain, but all he could see was the look of shock on her face as the spear went right through her middle and all he could hear was the pain in her voice as she screamed…

Hiccup closed his eyes and prayed to all his gods, to Odin and Thor and Freyja and Baldr and Hel and even _Loki_, that Merida was still alive, that Rapunzel was okay, that Jack was still breathing.

His prayers were interrupted by the clanging of keys outside the cell, and Hiccup turned as the barred door swung open, revealing Alvin entering the room. He had a Tiny Terror on his shoulder, a length of metal in his hand, and a triumphant sneer on his face. Hiccup stood up as he came in, not wanting to give Alvin any more dominance than he already had.

"Alvin," Hiccup greeted him derisively.

"Hiccup," Alvin returned cheerily. "Good to see you up and about. Looks like that little monster of yours is still out, though."

"What did you do to him?" Hiccup demanded.

Alvin shrugged dismissively. "That Pitch bloke gave him a hit of that black sand stuff of his. Knocked him right out. I expect he'll come to soon enough, though."

"And what about Merida? And Rapunzel and Jack?"

"I've no idea. They're of no interest to me anymore."

Hiccup's gut churned, not at all reassured. "And what are you going to do with me?"

"Hm. That is the question, isn't it? What am I going to do with you…" Alvin looked at him thoughtfully. "Well, I could let you rot in here. Or I could feed you to all our hungry dragons we've got. Or I could tie you to a heavy rock and toss you in the sea."

Hiccup glared at him. "You wouldn't do that. You need me, remember?"

Alvin laughed. It was an ugly sound. "Not anymore, I don't. I can train dragons just fine, now, see?" He gestured to the Terror that was still perching docilely on his shoulder. "Still… I figure I might as well keep you around in case we need you to work out any kinks. You are still the leading expert, after all."

At that moment, Toothless suddenly awoke with a sharp growl, thrashing against the chains and green eyes snapping wide. He calmed down after setting his sights on Hiccup, but commenced with a low growling when he saw Alvin.

"Shut up!" Alvin snapped at the dragon before turning back to Hiccup and continuing the conversation as if it hadn't been interrupted. Hiccup threw Toothless a quick glance of reassurance as Alvin went on.

"Now, let's you and me be honest here, Hiccup. You're a clever boy. And you're exceptionally good at getting yourself out of tight spots. I'm not so naïve as to think you won't find a way out of here eventually. So you'll understand that I'll need some insurance."

Hiccup narrowed his eyes. "What are you talking about?"

Alvin held out the metal rod, and Hiccup saw that one end was in the shape of a dragon, curled into a thin S. He held that end up to the dragon on his shoulder, which began breathing fire onto it. As the metal began to glow, first red and soon white hot, Hiccup realized: it wasn't just a metal rod. It was a brand.

"You know what the Slavemark is, don't you, Hiccup?" Alvin asked casually.

Hiccup's eyes widened in horror. "No…" he gasped.

Alvin mistook his protest for contradiction. "It's the ultimate mark of shame, boy. You get marked with this, and you're automatically banished from your tribe. Doesn't matter who you are, doesn't matter how you got it; if you have it, you're out."

Alvin advanced on him, and Hiccup scrambled away, towards the wall, although he knew it was pointless. Toothless was pulling viciously against his chains, making threatening growls and sounds of protest.

"So if you're marked," Alvin continued, horribly calm and smirking, "It doesn't matter if you figure a way back to Berk or not. You'll just end up coming right back to me. A slave forever."

The brand, glowing white and intensely hot, headed for his face, and Hiccup barely had enough to time to get out, "No, don't!" before it pressed against the skin of his forehead.

It was… _pain. _There was no other way to describe it. Not like burning or stabbing or anything really, just _pain. _It was so hot it was cold, hurt so much it didn't hurt at all, and Hiccup felt a scream rip out of his chest, loud and hoarse and long, and it seemed like hours went by before Alvin pulled the hot metal away.

Hiccup heard sizzling, and the air smelled like cooking meat, and when he realized it was his own skin burning that he was smelling, he rolled on to his stomach and threw up.

When he had emptied his stomach, he moved in the other direction onto his back and stared at the ceiling, concentrating on riding through the flaming pain in his forehead that came and went in nauseating waves. He heard Alvin's rough laughter and heavy footsteps as he left the cell and closed the door with a clang, and recognized Toothless' worried whimpers.

"M'kay, bud," he rasped in an attempt to reassure him, rolling over again and pushing himself to his hands and knees, gathering enough strength to lift his burning, heavy head.

Toothless was stretched to the end of his chain, trying in vain to reach him. Hiccup scooted forward as far as his own chain allowed, leaving him just beyond Toothless' reach but close enough to feel the huffs of the dragon's breath on his face. He leaned forward, arms stretched behind him, and Toothless did the same. It was enough to allow their foreheads to touch, and Hiccup sighed as his overheated skin met Toothless' cool, dry scales. It felt good. Toothless made a soft keening noise in the back of his throat and nuzzled a little closer, and Hiccup let himself drift.

The Slavemark meant he was no one now. It meant he belonged to no tribe, and never would again. It meant that if he ever set foot on Berk again, he would be immediately cast right back out. It meant he was no longer Astrid's boyfriend, no longer Stoick's son, no longer Berk's heir. He was just a smaller-than-average, one-legged boy with a flightless dragon, belonging nowhere and to no one.

A tear slipped from his eye, and he couldn't tell if it was from the pain in his forehead or the pain in his heart.

"We can never go home," he whispered.

Toothless' only comfort was to press a little closer, offering the solace of contact in the dark of despair.

* * *

><p>It was hard to tell the difference between sleeping and waking, at this point.<p>

Either way, he was trapped; either way, it was dark; either way, he was afraid.

Nightmares inside of nightmares inside of nightmares, and Pitch must have really pulled out all the stops for this.

Jack knew Pitch was there, sometimes watching, sometimes talking, almost definitely gloating. He was there, his piercing amber eyes boring a hole in Jack's soul, and he was saying, _We could have been great, you know-_

- And Jack was in a cave somewhere underground, cold and damp and closed in, standing in water up to his ankles, and how weird was it that the water wouldn't freeze, it was almost like it was sucking out all his strength, actually, and now it was up to his calves and steadily rising towards his knees, and Jack realized quite suddenly that there was no way out of this cavern, and where was the water even _coming _from, and how was it up to his knees already, and he was banging on the walls and yelling for escape, but no one could hear him here, and panic was sparking bright and hot in his veins as the water rose faster and faster, over his chest, up to his neck, spilling in his screaming mouth, filling up his nostrils, and he was drowning again (_again), _and there was no moon to save him this time, no light at all, everything was so black, black as-

- Pitch sounded almost sorrowful, though his expression displayed barely hidden pleasure. _We could have ruled this world together, you and I; we could have taken the dimensions-_

- And he wasn't alone in this watery cavernous grave of his, because light seemed to be coming from the water itself, not a lot, and not a good light either, but a sick, pale, green light that showed him there were others floating in the water, and there was Hiccup, his metal leg dragging him down to the bottom, once green eyes now colorless and milky, and there was Merida, her vibrant hair like the blood pouring out of her middle that turned the water a cloudy red, and there was Rapunzel, her blonde locks floating listlessly in the water, powerless now, lifeless as Rapunzel herself, and Jack wanted to reach out and touch them, bring them back to life, tell them he was sorry-

- _But you had to be _noble_, didn't you Jack, and look where that's landed you. Look where that's landed everyone you love-_

- And suddenly there was air, and he was gasping for it, bent over on all fours and throwing up water on the ground, and when he looked up Jamie was standing there, and Jack gasped his name, _Jamie, Jamie,_ but Jamie didn't look at him, he looked right through him, _right through him, _and Jack reached out a hand, reached for Jamie's shoulder, but his hand passed right through him and Jack tried very hard not to throw up again, and Jamie walked right on through him, and the Guardians stood to the side and watched, impassive, and he pleaded to them, _North, Tooth, Bunny, Sandy, please, _but they turned their backs on him and walked away, everyone always walked away-

- _You're alone now, don't you see? You always have been, you always will; no matter what you do, you will always end up alone. You try to deny it, Jack, but you are like me, you are just like me-_

- And it was snowing now, hard and fast, and Jack would have welcomed it were it not for the fact that he couldn't control it, and soon the ground was blanketed, and out of the drifts, out of the ground, out of his snow rose thousands upon thousands of people, and their lips were blue and their skin was white and bloodless and icicles hung in their hair, and their fingers were black and shriveled from frostbite, and there were men and women and little girls and boys, and they came from every direction, closing in on him, and Jack didn't know them but he knew who they were, they had all died from hypothermia or buried under snow, they had all been lost in a blizzard or slipped on ice, they had all lost their lives because of him, because of what he did, what he made, what he was-

- _You are not one of them because you hurt people, Jack. You kill people. You are winter; you are destructive and furious and merciless, and that isn't something becoming a Guardian can change. It's in your nature, your very existence-_

- And they were overwhelming him now, reaching out with dead blackened hands, and they moaned and cried and accused, _why why why, _and they grabbed and pulled and tore, and he screamed and screamed and screamed-

- And he screamed and screamed and screamed, and Pitch just kept speaking in that pitying, falsely sympathetic tone with gleaming eyes and humorless smirk, saying, _You should have taken my offer, Jack. Now you have nothing._

_Now you have no one._

And Jack, for once, couldn't find it in himself to disagree.

* * *

><p>Early morning sunlight, weak and mellow, streamed through the room's window onto Rapunzel's face. She sleepily blinked open her eyes, reluctant to tear away from her dreams, as vague and hard to remember as they were. For a moment, she simply lay under the warm covers and watched dust filter through the sunbeams. Then she pushed back the blankets and stood, yawning and stretching. She went over to the window and looked outside.<p>

Autumn was nearing its close, and most of its fiery colors had bleached from the leaves. The flowers and grass were shriveling, and thin ice was starting to form around the edges of the waterfall's pool. Rapunzel knew this little cove that hid her tower away from the evils of the world as well as she knew the tower itself, and so she knew these were the first signs of winter. In fact, if the pale sky and low, gathering gray clouds were anything to go by, there was even snow on its way.

Rapunzel padded her way out of her room and down the stairs, heading for the kitchen. She felt famished, as if she hadn't eaten in days. While crossing the main room, however, gold hair streaming behind her, she heard the door to the other bedroom open and looked up as a figure appeared on the staircase.

"Rapunzel!" Mother greeted her warmly, smiling. "Good to see you up. How are you feeling?"

Rapunzel returned the smile, though a bit confused by the question. "I'm, um, I'm fine. Why wouldn't I be?"

Mother swept down the stairs and over to her, pressing a hand on her forehead, running fingers through her hair. "My dear, you've been delirious with fever for the past few days. Gave me quite a scare. Don't you remember?"

Rapunzel furrowed her brow, trying to think back to yesterday. But her head throbbed in protest, and she winced and abandoned the effort. "I… I don't remember anything…"

Strangely, she thought she saw a flash of satisfaction on Mother's face but it was so quickly replaced by concern that she passed it off as nothing. "It's alright, don't try. Who wants to remember being sick, anyway?" She laughed in that throaty way of hers and Rapunzel offered a half-hearted chuckle.

Mother was looking a bit gray and tired today, and Rapunzel realized that she must not have had a chance to freshen up while tending to her sick daughter. "Do you want me to sing to you, Mother?"

Mother looked delighted. "Why, I was just about to suggest the same thing. Why don't you go get my chair for me?"

"Alright," she replied, and quickly set about getting ready. She felt a bit dizzy and sore- aftereffects of being sick, she supposed- and so was a bit slow on setting up everything before the fire that burned warm and steady in the grate, but Mother waited for her patiently. Then, she sat on her stool and sang while Mother brushed, and smiled as Mother placed a kiss on the top of her head.

"I'm sorry I couldn't sing for you when I was sick," she apologized.

"That's quite alright, Flower. You can make up for it now. I feel much better."

At that moment, Rapunzel's stomach chose to growl loudly, and Mother stood up.

"Why don't we have some breakfast?" she suggested. "I baked some rolls, and there's jam and butter in the icebox."

Rapunzel nodded and started to follow Mother to the kitchen, but upon glancing out the window changed course to look outside again. She unlocked the latch and leaned out, the biting wind slapping color into her cheeks. The clouds had moved to cover the weak sun since she had woken, and little white flakes were spinning through the air and sticking to the brittle grass far below. She took a breath of the wintry air, sharp and frigid in her throat.

"Come along, Rapunzel," Mother called from inside the tower.

"It's snowing," she said, unsure of why she felt it was so important to make that clear.

"Yes, it is," Mother replied in a condescending tone. "Your observational powers astound me."

Rapunzel paused, shoulders sinking a little.

"Now come eat, darling," Mother reminded her.

Rapunzel spared one last glance at the flurrying snowflakes, a distant hollowness in the back of her mind giving her the inexplicable sense that she was forgetting something. Nonetheless, she closed and latched the window and turned back towards the kitchen.

"Yes, Mother," she said.

* * *

><p><strong>But, Julia, what about Merida? Where is she? Is she even alive?!<strong>

**Well, stay tuned. You'll find out soon enough.**

**As an aside note, HTTYD has been the hardest element to work into this story, mostly because I'm using a weird mishmash of book and movie canon, when I haven't even read and seen all the HTTYD books and movies. So, I know about the Slavemark from the books, but since I haven't read all of them most of my info on it comes from the HTTYD wiki. So please forgive me for all this ungodly manipulation of canon.**

**Okanee: I'm so sorry if this torture isn't enough for you, but I had to keep it all relevant to the plot and I'm also really bad at torture scenes so I'm sorry. I just can't do pointless, plotless, torture, you know? And I have to keep this fic T rated. But don't worry, there's more pain and angst to come!**

**candycanelila: You are so enthusiastic. I adore enthusiastic reviewers!**

**Smaug Fan 1: ****_Still _****haven't seen HTTYD2 and ****_still _****dying on the inside because of it!**

**KrazyCat6167: Same, I think we all like to see our heroes suffer, don't you think?**

**typicaltorii: Your review had me squealing and blushing, and I hope you know you made my day! Soo glad to have you here!**

**Andie: A dream? Yeah, they'd like that wouldn't they...**

**Artemis and hecate: Another excuse for me to drag it out, wouldn't you say? Haha thanks for the kind words :)**


	16. Out of the Abyss

**So, this chapter includes the introduction of an OC, and she is female. Now, I know some of you are probably wary of FOC's (and you have reason to be, considering the number of Mary Sues out there) but I promise you three things: 1. She is not a main character. She is secondary, and will not become primary, 2. She is a plot device. She is necessary to the plot, and you will see why by the end, and 3. She is not a love interest, nor does she have any desire to become a love interest. I'm just letting you know all this because I know OC's are a major turn off for some people.**

**Also, eternal love and gratitude to everyone who's still with me and sticking with this story!**

* * *

><p><span>Chapter 15: Out Of The Abyss<span>

_"Hope is being able to see that there is light despite all of the darkness."_

_-_ Desmond Tutu

* * *

><p>She floated. It was soft and warm in this nothing place, little bits of yellow light and muted humming weaving through the dark. It was like being submerged in a warm bath, and she didn't much want to come up again. Unfortunately, she could feel herself rising to the surface, and knew soon she would break through into cold air and harsh light and noise.<p>

Merida opened her eyes, sensation returning in full clarity, and found herself staring into a black, beady gaze.

"She's awake!" the crow perched on her chest squawked, and Merida winced at the assault on her ears.

An old woman's voice came from somewhere above her. "Well, give her some room to breathe!"

The crow hopped off of her and flew to perch on a nearby table, and Merida took a minute to get her bearings. She was lying on a cot made up with soft blankets and pillows, and a fire flickered in the fireplace nearby. Her abdomen felt stiff and itchy, and a touch revealed that it was tightly wrapped in bandages. Looking around, she recognized the cottage she was in: it was small and cozy, and contained an enormous number of wooden bear carvings.

Merida turned her head to the side and found the witch watching her. "Oh, it's you again…" she groaned.

The witch raised an eyebrow. "I would think you'd be a bit happier to see me than that. I thought our last meeting went rather well."

Merida fixed her with a glare. "You turned my mother into a bear."

"I just gave you what you asked for!"

Merida just stared at her. "A bear," she repeated.

The witch shrugged. "It worked out though, didn't it? How are you feeling, by the way?"

In answer, Merida tried to sit up. Hot pain flashed through her stomach, and she sank back down on the pillows, moaning.

"So, better, then," the witch answered herself cheerily. "You were dying a matter of hours ago."

Merida frowned, her mind fuzzy. "What happened?"

"You were stabbed with a spear. I found you slumped up against one of the stones in the Circle, nearly dead from blood loss."

Merida closed her eyes, flashes of memory returning to her: the distress call, the trap in the Stone Circle, Hiccup screaming her name…

Her eyes shot open then, and she barely restrained herself from sitting up with a start. "My friends! Hiccup and Jack and Rapunzel… where are they?"

"I don't know," the witch answered grimly. "You were alone."

Merida's hand went to her middle. "So what did you do to me?"

"Nothing drastic, fortunately. The spear didn't hit anything vital; it was just blood loss that nearly did you in. I just stitched you up and bandaged the wound, gave you some fluids to replenish the blood."

Merida winced. "Why didn't you just heal me with magic?"

"Because all magic comes with a price, dearie," the witch answered, moving over to the table and picking up a bowl of liquid. "And I think you'll be wanting to save your money."

She handed Merida the bowl. "Drink that. It'll help with the pain."

Merida did. It tasted of bitter leaves and earth. "What would I save my money for?" she asked after she finished. "You don't have anything I want."

"I wouldn't be so sure," the witch answered. "You do want many things, after all."

Merida pressed her fingers into her closed eyelids. "I just want to find my friends, and for this war to be over."

"Well, I can help you with at least one of those."

Merida looked at the witch. She was holding one of North's snow globes, studying it intently.

"You had this with you," the witch explained. "A portable portal. Fascinating bit of magic, and highly advanced. Quite dangerous though," she added with a frown. "Ripping holes between dimensions is not something that should be done lightly."

She lifted her eyes to Merida's. "I did some tinkering with it. There was a powerful teleportation block on it, but I managed to remove it. It works now."

"Really?" Merida said, holding her hand out for the globe. But the witch withheld it.

"This will help you find your friends, I'm sure," she said, "but I understand you're also in a nasty little squabble with Mor'du and some of his friends?"

"Yes…" Merida answered.

"Well, I could help you with that, too." She picked up an arrow from the table, every inch of the wood and arrowhead carved with runes. The feathers shimmered in an unnaturally iridescent way. "This arrowhead was made out of an old iron ring a certain young prince looking for a spell gave me a long time ago. If you use this on him, it will… neutralize him. Permanently."

"Okay, great," Merida urged impatiently, still holding out her hand.

The witch just looked at her. "So which one do you want?"

Merida blinked, confused. "What do you mean?"

"You only have payment enough for one or the other."

Merida stared. "I don't have anything."

"Well, you have this," the witch told her, picking up a jar from the table. It was filled with glittering black sand. "You were practically covered in this stuff when I found you. It's black magic; very dark, but very interesting." She shook the jar, and the sand, as if irritated, swirled inside menacingly. "You should not have this. So I'm simply taking it off your hands, and you get something for it. A good bargain, don't you think?"

The witch tucked the jar away into some hidden fold in her clothes. "But it is only enough to buy one thing, so what'll it be? The snow globe or the arrow?"

Merida paused, her still-fuzzy brain taking a minute to process everything. "So, if I take the snow globe, I can return to the North Pole, finally, and get the Guardians' help with finding the others. And if I take the arrow, I can get rid of Mor'du but have no magical help with getting my friends back."

The witch nodded. "Mor'du is a threat to this realm. It would be in your best interest to end him. But I have no idea where your friends are, and who knows what could happen to them by the time you find them?"

Merida sat in silence, observing both options at great length. She knew her focus should be Mor'du, but she didn't know if she could defeat him alone. And to be honest, she didn't want to.

"I want the snow globe," she decided quietly.

The witch raised an eyebrow. "Are you sure?"

Merida's voice strengthened. "Yes. I'm positive."

The witch looked her up and down, as if appraising her, then nodded and dropped the globe into Merida's still outstretched palm. Merida looked down at it, swirling it lightly, watching images of places that crossed her mind half-form in the flurrying snow.

"How do you know about all this, anyway?" she asked the witch.

In response, she got a shrug. "Wars don't tend to go unnoticed, dear princess."

Merida pushed aside the blanket draped over her and made an attempt to rise from the cot, but the witch's hand on her arm stopped her.

"What do you think you're doing?"

"I've got to go," Merida answered. "Thank you for everything, really, but I don't have time to just sit here and sleep, I need to fix things…"

"Might I remind you that you were nearly dead a matter of hours ago?"

"But I feel fine now. Whatever you gave me seems to be working just fine, and I need to find my friends. They might… they could be…" her voice trailed off, stomach clenching at more than just the pain.

The witch frowned, but seemed to understand and let go of her arm. "Just don't do any fighting or running or excessive moving for a while; you might reopen the wound."

"I understand," Merida replied impatiently. Then, more softly, "Thank you. Really. You saved my life."

The witch smiled. "Well, I wasn't just going to sit and watch you bleed out, was I? We witches have bad enough reputations as it is."

Merida laughed a little and hoisted herself all the way up off the cot, shaking the snow globe. "The North Pole," she commanded before smashing the fragile device on the floor.

She nodded at the witch and glanced once more at the arrow sitting innocuously on the table before stepping through the portal, now clear of any black sand.

She had, unfortunately, forgotten about the spinning- and it was not kind to her wounded stomach.

When she emerged on the other side, she dropped to her knees, turned her head to the side, and promptly threw up. In the haze of sickly misery and pain, she heard voices, raised and panicked, and felt light and gentle hands pull her hair back from her face. She looked up, and saw a familiar petite face with large, vibrant eyes.

"Tooth?" she asked.

The Tooth Fairy smiled at her, relief and worry flicking across her face. "Merida?" she exclaimed in bewilderment, grin growing wide. "Are you alright? What happened?"

"Um," Merida began, sitting back on her heels. "It's a long story."

She looked around the room, seeing the other Guardians gathered in a rough half-circle around her. She sensed a change in them, however. North looked haggard and worn, and Merida realized with a shock that for the first time, he looked like the old man he was. Bunnymund stood slightly hunched as if on guard, one paw cautiously on a holstered boomerang. Even Sandman seemed to glow dimmer than usual, sand swirling about him sluggishly. And the constant hum of Tooth's wings was missing, as she stood on her feet with wings drooping tiredly. The Globe of Belief spun slowly and creakingly on its axis, scattered lights wavering between brightness and darkness. The whole workshop's atmosphere felt muted and grimly subdued.

Bunny straightened and fixed her with a hard, demanding look. "Where are the others? Where's Jack?"

"Um," Merida said again, even as Tooth gave him a warning glance. "I don't know. But what- what happened to all of you?"

There was a pregnant pause, in which the Guardians exchanged solemn, meaningful glances. North sighed.

"You've been gone a long time, Merida," he said quietly.

Merida's already queasy stomach dropped. "How… how long?"

Another pause. North answered hoarsely, "About six months."

Merida's heart skipped a beat. "Six _months?_ No, no, no. It's only been a few days, it hasn't even been a week!" Her gaze skipped to the window, where she should have seen perpetual midnight outside. Instead, the sun was high in the sky, fully illuminating the harsh whiteness of the snow outside.

"It's June, Merida," Tooth said.

Merida felt faint, little black spots swimming across her vision. She lurched to the side, and Tooth's surprisingly strong hands caught her.

"C'mon, let's get you to the infirmary."

Carefully, Merida got to her feet and let the four Guardians lead the way.

North's intense gaze met hers. "Merida, where is Jack? And Hiccup and Rapunzel?"

"I don't know!" Merida exclaimed again. "It's just- we were just at Berk, and Alvin and the Outcasts attacked, and we fought and there was this big battle and we won, but then my mother called, but it wasn't really her it was- it was Gothel or something, and we went to DunBroch and it was a trap and they were all there and Pitch stabbed me and they took them, they took them-"

"Woah, alright, slow down there," Bunny said to her. "Who took who?"

"Pitch and Gothel and Alvin! They took them, I saw them, I was dying but I _saw _them. Alvin got Hiccup and Toothless in a net, and Gothel was dragging Rapunzel away, and Pitch caught Jack with his weird sand stuff, and he _stabbed _me, but then the witch healed me- well, sort of- and fixed the spell, and I came back here."

They were arriving in the infirmary now, and it was a far cry from Berk's crowded Mead Hall that smelled of blood and sounded like pain. The North Pole's infirmary was a long, bright room with polished floors and tall windows, and clean white sheets on the two rows of beds. It was largely unoccupied, except for a few yetis and some elves. At Merida's arrival, one of the yetis rushed over and helped her onto the bed, and began inspecting her wound, carefully peeling away the bandages.

"So- you've only been gone a few days, you defeated Alvin's army at Berk, and you were attacked and captured in DunBroch? Why didn't you return here after Berk?" North asked.

"We couldn't- _ah_," she cried out as they yeti gently prodded the wound. He muttered apologetically. "We couldn't get back here, only travel between the other three dimensions. There was some sort of block, with black sand."

"Yeah, that was on our end as well," Bunny added. "Why didn't they take you?"

"I don't know, I guess they just figured they'd leave me for dead."

"We thought you _were_ dead," Tooth said. "All four of you."

Merida didn't dare voice her next thought- she didn't know if the other three were even still alive.

"There is this witch in DunBroch, I've met her before. She fixed the portal, so I was finally able to get back."

The yeti began rewrapping her wound, packing the bandages with herbs that smelled pleasantly like lavender and cloves.

"And you have no idea where the others might be?" Tooth asked.

"No," Merida said regretfully. "Now tell me, what's been going on here? For _six months_?"

"Well, we've been worse," Bunny said.

"True," North said, "But we've most certainly been better. After you four left and didn't come back and we couldn't communicate with you, we had to defend ourselves the best we could. Christmas came mere weeks after you all disappeared, and Pitch did his best to ruin it, but we were prepared this time and though we suffered some damages and lost more believers than we would have liked, we made it through. The main problem has been the slow, constant whittling away at our defenses that has been going on for half a year."

"We knew Easter was going to be another point of attack," Bunny continued, running a hand over his face, "And a far less defensible one. See, for all that I argue with North about his holiday, it's true that it does get more attention. Christmas is fortified by the strength of all the commercialism that surrounds it, but Easter is far more delicate. It rests on the fragile hope of spring. So it was harder to protect, but we managed to get through that without catastrophe as well."

"Pitch has been sending out his nightmares every night since you left," Tooth picked up. "Giving bad dreams, attacking my fairies. Nothing big and outright, but the losses start to pile up. Sandy and I, we're both tired." Sandy nodded in agreement. "Not to mention we haven't had Jack around, and it's probably been the mildest winter this world has seen in hundreds of years. No snow days, barely any snow at all; the humans are going on and on about global warming, and that's feeding people's fear. And the kids get pretty upset when they don't get days off in the winter that they're so used to counting on. Especially the Burgess kids; they've been worried out of their minds. We were all starting to think maybe we wouldn't be able to..." she trailed off, but Merida could sense the fear of failure, of losing the war.

"But now you're back, and we know you are all alive, so that is wonderful," North said with a smile.

It was a statement based not on fact, but on hope; because at this point, they could only hope that the other three were still breathing. Merida decided not to burst anyone's bubble.

"Now we just have to focus on getting them back," Bunny said.

Merida made a move to get up again. "I'll help you."

"No," North said, firmly pressing on her shoulder so that she lay back down. "You need to rest up and heal. We will take care of finding them."

"How?" Merida asked. "You can't travel between dimensions, and you only have one working snow globe anyway."

There was a pause, then Bunny said, "Don't you worry about that, sheila. Just get some sleep."

Sandy moved towards her, and despite her protests he outstretched his hand and softly sprinkled a handful of golden sand over her. As she was drifting into sleep again, she heard North and Bunny's voices, as if from a great distance.

"So how _are _we going to get them?"

"I know someone who can help, mate. And she owes me one."

* * *

><p>There was something wet on Jack's face. Drops of liquid tracked down his cheeks and temples. He gazed up from where he was laying, thinking maybe he was in a cave and stalactites were dripping on him. But nope, there was just the flat metal top of his cage above him.<p>

Maybe he was sweating. He'd thought it was impossible, but then he'd never gotten hot enough to test it out.

He swiped his fingers across his cheeks, examining the moisture. It was definitely water, so he wasn't back in that weird nightmare where the ceiling had bled, hot red drops splattering his forehead-

_BloodpainfeardeathcoldanddarkdarkdarkeveryonegoneyoudeserveityouknownostopstophelpmeHELP_

Jack inhaled sharply and squeezed his eyes shut for a moment, banishing the images before he started drowning in them again. Quite literally.

His eyes burned. More water slipped down his face.

Huh. So he was crying. He hadn't even noticed.

He let his eyes drift shut again, making sure not to let himself fall asleep. There was no refuge to be found there; his only peace was found in these lonely waking moments, and peace was a relative term. Though his mind was temporarily freed from the awful night terrors, lying here on the cold floor of his cage in utter silence, not another sentient being in sight, wasn't much better.

He didn't know where Pitch was. He hadn't seen him since the start of his captivity, what felt like so long ago. It could have been hours, or days, maybe weeks or months or years. There was no sunlight here, no way of telling when it was daytime, and the fact that he spent so much time locked in nightmares made it even harder to keep track of time.

That was assuming he was in a dimension that had sunlight, of course. Or time.

Not that it mattered how long he'd been here anyway. It wasn't like he was going to waste away from hunger or thirst or die of old age, immortal and all. What was time to the timeless?

He doubted he was even being missed.

_Lookatmewhywon'tyoulookatmewhywon'tyoutouchmewhywon'tyouhearmewhyweshouldnevertrustedyouohjackwhathaveyoudoneyouwerewithpitchwho'sjackfrost?_

Jack moaned and turned his head to the side, voices clamoring for attention in his head. He slitted his eyes open, gazing through the bars of the cage.

A pair of electric blue eyes gazed back, seemingly disembodied in the darkness.

Jack sat up abruptly, banging his head against the low ceiling of his prison.

The being attached to the eyes scoffed a laugh. "Nice."

"Who are…?" Jack trailed off as the person shifted and his eyes adjusted, separating the shape from the gloom.

It was a girl, about a few years older than him in appearance. Her skin was a deep brown in color, only a few shades lighter than the hundreds of tiny coarse black braids that hung past her shoulders. She wore a loose earthy colored dress patterned in bold geometric shapes that swept down to her ankles. She was hanging from the side of his cage like a monkey, one arm hooked through the bars and feet planted on the side. She blended in well with the darkness of the room, starkly contrasted by her unnaturally bright blue eyes that eerily resembled Jack's own.

He stared at her for a second with a vague feeling of recognition. "I know you."

The girl glared at him. "Unfortunately."

Her voice was all smoke and heat and crickets in dry grass, and something in Jack's mind clicked. "Wait- you're the Spirit of Summer!"

She rolled her eyes. "I do have a name, you know."

"Right, right, uh- Majira, right?"

"Give the boy a prize," she said bitingly.

"What are you doing here?" he asked, stunned. He'd only ever met the summer spirit once, a long time ago, when he was still a young spirit himself. He'd run into her while taking a shortcut over the Sahara, and though he'd been quite excited at meeting someone who could respond to him, she'd taken an immediate dislike to him. Apart from the obvious, he still wasn't quite sure why.

Majira blew out a long-suffering sigh. "Well, I'm not here because I want to be. I'm only paying back a debt." She swung around to the other side of the cage, searching for a way to open it.

"A debt to who?" Jack sat up straighter, following her movements attentively.

She had found the lock and was examining it, but had not yet touched it. "An old acquaintance named Bunnymund. Apparently you're important to him, and he was quite insistent that I get you back."

Jack blinked. "Bunny said that?"

"Well, not in so many words, but I gathered as much when he started waving around his boomerangs. Kind of a loose cannon, that one."

The treacherous angry whispers on the edges of his mind receded somewhat. "Yeah, well. That's Bunny."

Majira reached out towards the lock, fingertips halting just millimeters away. "I'm guessing there's a catch with this lock, yeah? You would have gotten yourself out if there wasn't."

Jack nodded. "I tried to freeze it, but I can't touch it." He brushed his fingers against it, but pulled away with a hiss as soon as his fingers made contact. He held them up, blistered and red, for Majira to see. "It burns me when I try."

"Oh, is that all?" she dismissed breezily. Without hesitation, she wrapped her hand around the lock and it began to glow red. Jack watched as the metal began to melt, dripping through her fingers and sizzling as it fell through the cool air. Soon the lock was nothing but a twisted lump of metal, and the cage's door swung open.

"A burning spell isn't much of an obstacle for a spirit of summer," she said in reply to Jack's raised eyebrows. "I can handle quite a lot of heat. Now come on, let's get out of here before we're caught."

Jack got on his feet, crouching in the confined space. "I haven't seen anyone- or anything- since I first got here."

"Just because you can't see them doesn't mean nothing's watching," Majira said, sweeping her gaze across the cavernous room.

Jack moved through the cage door, hanging on to one of the bars as he stretched into the open air. He had the sudden urge to take flight, but the air was maddeningly still against his reaching palm.

"I need my staff," he told Majira. "I can't fly without it."

"Where is it?" she asked.

"I don't know."

"Well, then, let's not bother with it. We have an easy way out," she said, producing a snow globe portal, "And there's no need to go poking around here."

Jack shook his head emphatically. "No, you don't understand, I _need _it. It's for more than flying. Don't you have a talisman like that?"

Majira's eyes bored into his. "You and I are not of the same breed, Jack Frost. My powers don't rely on something so fragile as an object."

"Well, I'm not leaving without it, and you can't leave without me, so either we sit here and argue or we find it so we can leave."

Majira stared him down for a minute, before giving in with a frustrated noise, grumbling something that sounded like a disdainful, "_winter spirits". _Then she let go of the cage and dropped soundlessly down through the inky blackness.

Jack followed a moment later, falling for a few breathless seconds before landing lightly in a crouch on a damp stone floor. He looked around warily, taking stock of his surroundings. Wherever this place was, it was eerily similar to the old hole in the ground in Burgess. Like a sunken city forsaken by the sunlight, cracked bridges and arches titled menacingly in the gloom, dark tunnels stretched into interminable darkness.

"Where should we look?" Majira asked softly, hesitant to break the unnatural hush.

Jack turned, picked a tunnel at random. "This way."

They walked swiftly but silently down the blackened tunnel, stretching out perfectly straight in front of them. They followed the path, never making any turns. Eventually, the tunnel ended, and they came out the opening.

They were exactly back where they started.

"Not that one, then," Jack said, voice deceivingly light.

Majira shifted her weight, whether in impatience or uneasiness Jack didn't know. "Perhaps we should split up."

_Splitupalonegoawayalonethey'llleaveyoualoneyoucan'ttrustthemalone_

"No," Jack protested, a little too quickly. "Let's not."

Majira looked at him strangely.

"I mean, we might get lost," he continued, trying to redeem himself, "And you have the only way out of here. Pardon me if I don't trust you not to go off without me."

"Why would I bother rescuing you in the first place if I was going to leave you anyway?"

Jack looked her over. "I don't know, maybe you're not rescuing me at all. Maybe you're another one of Pitch's tricks. Maybe you've only come to rescue me so you can ditch me at the threshold of freedom. Maybe you're an illusion."

Majira's eyes narrowed and she took a half step away. "Or maybe _you _are."

_Don'ttrustcan'ttrustnevertrustweshouldneverhavetrustedyou_

Jack pushed away the creeping paranoia and took a breath. "Okay, look. Let's just keep going. It won't do any good to start turning on each other."

Majira huffed and spun on her heel, heading into another tunnel. "You started it."

They fell back into silence. This tunnel was far more tortuous than the former, twisting and turning about, sometimes narrowing so that they had to walk single file, sometimes widening so largely they could hear their footsteps echoing off the wide walls.

The insistent nagging whispers at the back of Jack's mind were getting louder in the quiet and the dark. He needed to drown them out.

"So…" he began, searching for conversation. "Where are your sisters?"

Majira gave him a quick, questioning look. "Sleeping. Or, as a more useful human term might be, hibernating."

Jack furrowed his brows. "Since when do they need to hibernate?"

"Every season has its time. To begin, and to end. Spring, summer, autumn, winter, we all must take our rest. My springtime sister retired at the summer solstice, and I awoke. My autumn sister will take my place at the equinox. It is the way of things."

"Huh," Jack said. "That's weird. I stay awake year round."

Majira's gaze was sharp. "That's because you are not our brother. You are unnatural."

_Well_, Jack thought, _that's a little hurtful_. "Is that why you hate me?"

Majira sniffed. "Part of the reason."

Jack scoffed. "_Part_ of the reason? What else have I done to you?"

"Well, there was that one time you froze an entire kingdom in the middle of summer. Which you had no right to do."

Jack stared at her a moment, racking his memories to try and figure out what she was referring to. Comprehension dawned. "Are you… are you talking about the Arendelle thing?"

The look on her face answered him. "Obviously."

Jack laughed, surprised. The sound was foreign in the dark halls. "_That's_ what you're mad about? That was totally not my fault! I didn't even hear about it until months after it happened!"

Majira rolled her eyes. "Oh, don't play innocent. As if anyone else would have the power to do such a thing in the dead of summer."

"Well, I have no idea what it was, but it wasn't me, I swear."

Majira still looked skeptical. "Hm," she said doubtfully.

Jack let the matter drop, and noiselessness settled over them once more. A few minutes later, after more aimless wandering, Majira spoke.

"How do you know Pitch hasn't destroyed your staff?"

A chill went up Jack's spine at the question, and his hand drifted towards his midsection. "He hasn't. I would know. Trust me."

They kept walking, and Jack began losing hope that they would ever find his talisman. But just as he was about to give up, there was a quick, sharp twinge in his gut, and the whispers at the edges of his mind got just a little bit louder.

"Wait," he said quickly.

Majira turned. "What is it?"

Jack turned to a path branching off the tunnel, and the twinge turned into a gentle tug. "This way," he said, setting off without hesitation.

As he went, Majira trailing behind, the tugging grew stronger, the whispering louder, and after a few minutes of twisting and turning and backtracking, they came to a door. It was set into the stone wall and seemed to be made out of some black, shiny rock. Obsidian, it looked like. The tug was insistent now, and he pushed open the door and stepped inside.

The room inside was enormous, stretching on forever. It was far from empty; huge piles of objects reached towards the ceiling, like mountains in a junkyard. It reminded him of the piles of tooth boxes that Pitch had stolen a few years ago. Jack stopped, heard Majira suck in a breath behind him.

He took a few steps closer and examined one of the piles, seeing what they were made out of.

He saw dolls with cracked faces and books dangling from broken spines, necklaces with broken chains and solitary shoes, shattered Christmas ornaments and tattered diplomas, water stained letters and collars with the names scratched out, a ripped white dress, a crooked baby crib.

There were so many things, all of them in a state of decay and destruction, piling up for miles.

The whispers rose to shouting, hundreds of overlapping voices, angry and hopeless and despairing and scared.

_YOUCAN'TICAN'TI'MSORRYIT'SNOTPOSSIBLEIHAVESOMEBADNEWSWEREGRETTOINFORMYOUIDON'TLOVEYOUINEVERDIDITJUSTHURTSSOMUCHILOSTHIMOHGODPLEASEDON'THURTHERITWASALLIEVERWANTEDITWASALLIEVERASKEDOFYOUIFYOUWALKOUTTHATDOORDON'TYOUEVERCOMEBACKIHAVENOONELEFTITWASMYJOBANDIFAILEDI'VEHADENOUGHIJUSTDON'TCAREANYMOREIT'STOOMUCHGODPLEASE_

Jack clutched at his head and staggered, felt Majira's warm hand on his shoulder.

"You hear them?" she asked him, eyes dark.

He nodded, forcing the voices to a hush again, gasping. "What… what is this place?"

Majira looked around solemnly. "Where broken dreams go to die," she stated grimly. "Come, let's find your staff and get out of here. It does not do well to spend much time among these ruined things."

Jack nodded and straightened. The pull in his gut directed him through the decaying towers, making him stop at one that looked like all the others. He looked up, spotted a familiar crook of wood at the top of the pile.

"There," he breathed in relief.

He began to climb the mountain, dislodging items as he went, empty picture frames and fractured vases and bent trophies tumbling to the ground. Majira stayed at the base of the pile, watching him warily.

Soon he got to the top. His staff was partially buried in the pile, only the G-shape of the crook visible.

"Got it," he whispered triumphantly, and closed his hand around the handle.

Instantly, several of the nearby piles exploded outward, and Jack whipped his head around to look as nightmares swarmed out of the centers of the mountains of broken dreams. Majira shouted as objects rained down on her, and Jack counted seven nightmares surrounding her. A few of them looked up and took notice of him.

Jack cursed and tried to pull his staff out of the pile, but it was caught on something. Two nightmares started traipsing up his mountain and he tugged more frantically, finally pulling it out with a violent yank. He fell back, almost under the waiting hooves of the nightmares; at the last moment, he summoned the wind and pulled himself up and away.

Hovering above the scene below, Jack breathed out a laugh at the glorious feeling of flying again. There was something tangled around the handle of his staff, a necklace of some sort. Jack unwrapped the chain from the staff and slipped it into his pocket without really thinking about it, then swooped down to aid Majira in the fight.

Majira had produced some sort of strange sword, short and rounded but with a sharp point and razor edges, and glowing red-hot. She was slashing and stabbing at the nightmares, but there were seven of them and one of her and she would not last long alone. Jack felt the familiar rush of power flow through him as he blasted ice and magic from the end of his staff, and helped her hold them off.

"The globe!" Jack urged her. "Get the snow globe!"

She turned to him, and a nightmare made a move on her from behind. "Duck!"

She did, and Jack swept the staff around and whacked the nightmare solidly across the face.

Majira fumbled at the folds of her dress and pulled out the snow globe as Jack forced the nightmares back with a blast of frigid air. She threw it down, shouting, "The North Pole!"

The portal burst open, but just as Jack was stepping forward, teeth like iron caught the back of his hoodie and pulled him away, forcing him down onto his back. Jack felt the creature's hot breath on his face and heard Majira shout something in a language he didn't know, and suddenly the cavern was filled with sunlight.

The nightmares shrank back at the sudden burst of light, neighing in distress at the touch of the sun. Jack sat up and saw Majira standing with her arms spread wide, glowing with an aura of yellow light, radiance beaming out from her like she was the center of the sun.

She shouted again and swept her arms down and the light suddenly went out, leaving Jack with colored imprints on his retinas. Before the nightmares could regroup, Majira grabbed his arm and they dove into the portal.

* * *

><p>They came out rolling across the wooden floor, and Jack barely had a second to breathe before someone was picking him up and hugging him tightly with a joyous cry of, "Jack!"<p>

It took Jack a second to realize the scratchy white mass his face was being pressed into was North's beard. He pulled back a little, seeing the old man's grinning face. "Um. Hi?"

North plopped him back down and he staggered a little before getting steady on his feet, and then Tooth was up in his face, prying open his mouth and fixing his hair and talking too fast, all, "Areyouokayareyouallrightwherewereyouwe'vebeensoworried!" and he had about 1.5 seconds to assure her he was fine before Sandy floated over to greet him, smiling and then frowning as he brushed grains of black sand off his hoodie, and even Bunny was pulling him into a brief, one-armed hug, and the voices in the back of his mind were suddenly, surprisingly gone.

Jack was getting a bit of whiplash, so he took a step back and announced he was perfectly alright. He was smiling, but when he took a moment to notice the weariness in the Guardians and the strange quiet of the workshop and the fact that Tooth was standing on her feet, his face dropped and cold dread trickled into his gut.

"What happened?"

Their smiles faltered a bit, but they brushed him off. "We'll tell you about it later," Tooth said, "But first you should come see Merida!"

Jack's heart rose. "Merida? She's alive?"

Sandy nodded and waved for him to follow. Jack started to, but then he stopped and turned back to where Majira was standing off to the side, observing.

"Thank you," he said earnestly.

The corner of her mouth turned up slightly. "Don't thank me yet, Frost. My debt's not quite fully paid."

He paused a moment, then followed the Guardians out. They headed towards the infirmary, and when he entered Jack heard the familiar red-head before he saw her, arms folded and sitting up impatiently in her bed.

"Well, it's about time! How long does it take to rescue one annoying little Jack Frost anyway?"

She teased, but she was smiling. Jack was too, and in a few short steps was at Merida's bedside and wrapping his arms around her in a hug. She returned it, though hissed a little in pain.

Jack pulled back. "Sorry," he said quickly, spotting the bandages around her stomach. "It's just good to see you're okay."

"Back at'cha, Frosty," she laughed.

Jack took a seat in a chair by her bedside. "So how did you manage to get back here, Princess? And where's Hiccup and Blondie?"

Merida's face fell a little. "Hiccup and Rapunzel… well, we haven't gotten them back yet."

Jack closed his eyes for a second. "Oh," he said dully. "Okay. But we will, though."

"Definitely," Merida replied, but it fell somewhat flat and they just sat there for a moment.

"I just can't stop thinking about what might be happening to them," she whispered.

Jack swallowed. He knew what she meant. He'd had all the possibilities played out for him, Technicolor nightmare style. But he couldn't let himself fall back into that again.

"Look, Merida," Jack said. "I don't know how long it's been for you since… you know. Or for Hic or Rapunzel, or even for me, really. But we're back together now, right, and if anyone can find them before anything hurts them, it's you and me. Yeah?"

"Yeah," she murmured, smiled a little. "Yeah, okay."

Jack took her hand, just for a second, and squeezed it. "We'll get them back.

"I promise."

* * *

><p><strong>Majira means "summer" in Swahili.<strong>

**And also, to all my questioning reviewers, just remember that everything happens for a reason!**

**Okanee: You're so sweet and I seriously smile every time I see that you've reviewed, before I even read it :)**

**KrazyCat6167: You make me feel so good about myself. Seriously. About the slavemark, I put it on Hiccup's forehead because, well, spoiler alert but in the books he gets it on his forehead and I like to make parallels to the books even though I'm going off movie canon. (I haven't actually read all the books but that's okay.) It might be possible for Rapunzel to heal scars. Then again, it might not be. I guess we'll have to wait and see, won't we?**

**SmaugFan1: I did actually see HTTYD2 finally! I liked it a lot, it may or may not have made me cry (shhh). The only thing I was dissappointed in was the soundtrack, but I guess it's impossible for the composer to top HTTYD1's soundtrack so that's ok. Heard it didn't do very well at the box office though, so that's a shame. I thought it was great.**

**Zehava: So truth is though I have read some of the HTTYD books I haven't read the one where he gets the slavemark so I did not know it was in ink. Darn it HTTYD wiki, why don't you mention these things! It's okay though, I've got the story planned out around it being a burn so I guess a little canon diversion can't hurt.**

**Andie: You seem like you're on a real emotional roller coaster haha :). I'm glad you're enjoying the ride though!**

**Dee Dee: Soooon, Dee Dee, soooon. Remember: everything for a reason.**

**HawkeyeLover: Thank you! I do put a lot of effort into trying to keep them in character so I appreciate that you notice!**

**Night fury lover: And I love you**

**Artemis and hecate: You're super enthusiastic that's so great :D**

**Cocoaflower: Sorry about the cliffie! I do tend to do those a lot.**

**SunsetOrange: Not dead, just very lazy and unmotivated. Which aren't really good excuses but yanno. So remember a few chapters back when I told someone not to worry about me being dead unless 3 months had gone by? Yeah, let's up that to like... a year.**

**Fire away, lovely reviewers!**


End file.
